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Part 1 

 

 

Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 
 

 

Pouring into the alleys, sword in hand, they massacred indiscriminately all whom 

they met, and burnt the houses with all who had taken refuge within…. running 

everyone through who fell in their way, they choked the alleys with corpses and 

deluged the whole city with blood… Towards evening they ceased slaughtering, 

but when night fell the fire gained the mastery, and the dawn… broke upon 

Jerusalem in flames – a city which had suffered such calamities during the 

siege… 

Josephus, Jewish War 6.404-408
1
 

 

 

 

Suddenly, one of those with Jesus put his hand on his sword, drew it, and struck 

the slave of the high priest, cutting off his ear.  Then Jesus said to him, “Put your 

sword back into its place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.   

Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more 

than twelve legions of angels?  But how then would the scriptures be fulfilled, 

which say it must happen in this way?”   At that hour Jesus said to the crowds, 

“Have you come out with swords and clubs to arrest me as though I were a 

insurrectionist?  Day after day I sat in the temple teaching, and you did not arrest 

me.  But all this has taken place, so that the scriptures of the prophets may be 

fulfilled.” Then all the disciples deserted him and fled. 

 Matthew 26:51-56
2
   

 

  

                                                      
1
 Thackeray, LCL. 

2
 New Revised Standard Version, used throughout except where noted.  I have translated lhsth,j here as 

“insurrectionist” rather than the NRSV “bandit”.  
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1. Matthew and Empire: the Threat and Use of Military Violence 
 

 The violence of the Jewish-Roman War of 66-70 CE had far reaching effects on the land 

and people of Judea, which saw its major city, Jerusalem, and its central cultic site, the Temple 

of YHWH, destroyed and occupied by the Roman military.  The war also had an effect on the 

lands and people of greater Syria, which served as a staging area for Roman soldiers and source 

of supplies before entrance into the war.
3
  It also saw ongoing tensions between Jewish and 

Greek residents, who competed – sometimes violently – among themselves to solidify group 

identity and secure a place in the Roman Empire.
4
  Antioch, the capital of Syria, was in 71 CE 

the site of a major military victory parade by the victorious (and now ruling) generals of the 

Flavian family.  It should come as no surprise, then, that the gospel of Matthew, written in the 

years following these cataclysmic events, and perhaps in Antioch, Syria, negotiates the reality of 

Roman military power throughout its narrative. 

 The first quotation above, taken from Josephus’ account of the Roman siege and 

destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE, exemplifies two parts of a theme that will run throughout my 

argument.  First, the account is a description of the scope and horror of violence conducted by 

the Roman military, the threat and use of which were employed frequently by the Romans in 

constructing and maintaining their empire.
5
  Josephus writes with great pathos about the 

suffering of the Jewish people during and following the war, and they were not alone in this 

                                                      
3
 Josephus, JW 5.521. 

4
 Josephus, JW 2.266; 284-292; Ant. 20.173; Philo, Gaius 200-203. 

5
 Examples include the famous victory of Julius Caesar at Alesia, at which he besieged and defeated a Gallic 

confederation led by Vercingetorix (Julius Caesar, Gallic War, 7.69-90), and Pompey’s victories in the East, in 

which he defeated Mithradates, added a new province (Syria) and several client states (Armenia, Judea) to the 

Roman orbit, and fixed the Euphrates River as the eastern Roman boundary with the Parthians (Plutarch, Pompey 

33).  For a more detailed examination of Roman siege techniques, see Adam Ziolkowski, “Urbs direpta, or how the 

Romans sacked cities,” in War and Society in the Roman World, John Rich and Graham Shipley, eds., 69-91 (New 

York: Routledge, 1993).  Stephen L. Dyson, although focused on the western empire, provides thoughtful analysis 

of the tensions inherent to the Roman imperial system in “Native Revolt Patterns in the Roman Empire,” ANRW 2.3, 

138-75. 
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experience.
6
  During the Empire’s expansion and rule of lands far from the capital city, the 

question of how people dealt with Roman military power can be asked on many occasions, 

including late first century CE Syria, the place and time period when Matthew is likely written. 

 Second, the quotation is an example of the ways in which the Roman Empire propagated 

itself, producing ideology that upheld the inevitability and inviolability of Roman military 

power.  Given that Josephus wrote under the sponsorship of the Flavian emperors, this should 

come as no surprise – and his work as a whole may be read as a warning not to challenge the rule 

of Rome and its new ruling family.  As such, Josephus participates in construction of the 

Imperial system – a system with political, economic, military, and ideological components.
7
  For 

this reason, when Josephus writes specifically about the Jewish War he is not simply providing a 

factual historical account, but also arguing for the importance of military power in supporting the 

imperial system. 

 This ambivalence (sympathy for the Jewish people; promotion of Roman imperial power) 

is also seen elsewhere in his writings, such as his comments on the causes of the war found in a 

speech by Agrippa II on the eve of the war, as the king stands before a crowd in Jerusalem that is 

on the verge of armed rebellion (JW 2.345-405).
8
  Following historiographic traditions of his 

time, Josephus’ account must not be read as a verbatim account of the ruler’s speech, but rather 

as expressing important elements for the portrayal of character and the development of literary 

                                                      
6
 From the early 60s CE, see the account of the Iceni in Tacitus (Ann. 14.31, 37); and of other tribes under 

successive Roman governors in the 70s (Agricola 14ff), including Calgacus’ well-known critique of the Roman 

empire, Agricola 30, [Hutton, LCL]): “Robbers of the world, now that earth fails their all-devastating hands, they 

probe even the sea… East nor West has glutted them… To plunder, butcher, steal, these things they misname 

empire: they make a desolation and call it peace.”  
7
 Michael Mann, The Sources of Power: Volume 1, A History of Power from the Beginning to AD 1760, 2

nd
 ed.  

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 1-2.  Mann will be discussed in depth in chapter 2. 
8
 David Kaden, “Flavius Josephus and the ‘Gentes Devictae’ in Roman Imperial Discourse: Hybridity, Mimicry, and 

Irony in the Agrippa II Speech (‘Judean War’ 2.345-402), in Journal for the Study of Judaism in the Persian, 

Hellenistic, and Roman Period 42, 4/5 (2011): 481-507, helpfully analyses Josephus’ identity and his ambivalence 

towards Rome with Homi Bhabha’s categories of hybridity and mimicry, which I discuss in Chapter 2. 
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themes in the history.  Agrippa’s speech includes an appeal to conciliation (rather than revolt) 

over grievances (JW 2.350-55); an extensive list of conquered nations, all of whom are ruled by 

Rome (JW 2.258-387); the claim that God has raised Rome to power (JW 2.390-94);
9
 and 

warning of the risk to the Jewish people in other places, and to the temple (JW 2.397-401).  Each 

of these appeals – including the tears of Agrippa and his sister Bernice at the conclusion of the 

speech – is designed to evoke a sympathetic response from the crowd, to diffuse the tension, and 

move them towards paying the tribute owed to the Romans (JW 2.402-4). 

 Tessa Rajak points out that Agrippa’s speech is “given great prominence by Josephus, 

serving as that turning point which marked the transition from peace to war…. [and] lending 

emphasis to those events” in the surrounding narrative.
10

  She also argues that one of the primary 

causes for the war is Agrippa’s own incompetence, especially in regard to the lax collection of 

tribute due to Rome.
11

  At the same time, Rajak is aware that Josephus’ own views about living 

under Roman rule are filled with “deep reservations” about Roman power: “we are obliged to 

treat Agrippa’s words as evoking the ambiguous stance of the native governing class, 

superficially pre-Roman [sic: pro-Roman] (in varying degrees), but harbouring doubts and even 

deep resentments.”
 12 

 There are a number of examples of this ambivalence in the text of Agrippa’s speech and 

the episodes surrounding it.  Within the speech, Josephus (JW 2.364) argues that it is futile to 

                                                      
9
 This thinking seems to follow Biblical examples such as Isaiah 7:14-20 and Ezra 1:1-4: that the God of Israel 

works through outside powers to accomplish divine purposes.  See also Josephus, Ant. 10.207-201, 276, where he 

recounts Daniel 2 in relation to Roman power.  Likewise Ant. 4.313 and 20.166 reflect the Biblical idea of divine 

punishment of Israel through foreign nations. 
10

 Tessa Rajak, “Friends, Romans, Subjects: Agrippa II’s Speech in Josephus’ Jewish War,” in Images of Empire, 

ed. Loveday Alexander, JSOT, Supplement Series 122 (1991), 122-3. 
11

 Rajak, “Friends,” 128.  See also Per Bilde, “The Causes of the Jewish War According to Josephus,” in Journal for 

the Study of Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman Period 10.2 (1979): 179-202; and James McLaren, 

Power and Politics in Palestine: The Jews and the Governing of their Land 100 BC-AD 70, JSNT, Supplement 

Series 63 (1991): 158-187. 
12

 Rajak, “Friends,” 133. 



5 

 

contemplate rebellion against the power of the Roman Empire: “are you wealthier than the 

Gauls, stronger than the Germans, more intelligent than the Greeks, more numerous than all the 

peoples of the world?”
13

  He lists numerous nations, formerly free, who now keep peace within 

the empire with minimal governance.
14

  Yet embedded within this long list is the reason for 

Roman peace: the threat of Roman military power, along with widespread resistance to it.  

Together with the list of placid non-military provinces, Josephus also highlights the Gauls, who 

for a “full eighty years fought for their independence,” but are now “overawed at once by the 

power of Rome and by her fortune… which is why they now submit” (JW 2.371-3); and the 

Germans, who keep peace along the Rhine, but only with the presence of eight legions to deter 

them (JW 2.376-7).
15

  This resistance, rather than convincing the restless Jews to keep the peace, 

seems to highlight the ambivalent and tenuous nature of the Empire.  

 Prior to Agrippa’s speech, Josephus provides the context for the king’s fruitless appeal by 

recounting how the Roman procurator Florus took seventeen talents of gold from the Temple 

treasury and his heavy-handed response when the people objected (JW 2.293-308).  Rather than 

laying blame for this lack of collection at Agrippa’s feet (as Rajak has noted, above), Josephus 

instead describes how Florus brought his infantry and cavalry to Jerusalem to assist in his 

“avarice” (filarguri,a) (JW 2.296).  He used the soldiers under his command to disperse a crowd 

complaining about the removal of the treasury funds (JW 2.298-300); then, when the Jerusalem 

leaders would not hand over the ringleaders, Florus ordered his troops “to sack [diarpa,zein] the 

agora known as the ‘upper market,’ and to kill any whom they encountered” (JW 2.305).  The 

                                                      
13

 Thackeray, LCL. 
14

 Macedonia and Asia (JW 2.366), Bithynia, Cappadocia, Pamphylia, Lycia, Cilicia (JW 2.368), and Thrace (JW 

2.368) are all north and west of Judea and Syria. 
15

 Even the Parthians, whom Josephus characterizes as “bending to the yoke” of Roman rule, are simply abiding to 

the strictures of their treaty, guaranteed by the exchange of hostages (JW 2.379).  Their shared border at this time is 

the Euphrates River, the eastern border of the province of Syria. 
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soldiers executed and even exceeded their orders, entering numerous houses, killing their 

inhabitants, and engaging in “every variety of pillage [a`rpagh,]” (JW 2.305-6).  Florus followed 

this immediately with the arrest, scourging, and crucifixion of many “peaceable citizens” (JW 

2.306), including those of equestrian rank (JW 2.308), so that by the end of the bloody day 3,600 

Jerusalemites were killed.  In this account, Josephus takes the side of the Jewish people, whom 

he portrays clearly as the victims of Florus’ order of violence.  At the same time, Josephus 

refuses to characterize Florus as using his soldiers’ brutality as a tool to maintain the imperial 

order.  Instead, “it was God’s treasures that he coveted and that made him so eager” (JW 2.333), 

and it is Florus’ greed and personal misconduct that sparked the unrest that leads to war.  

 Likewise, Josephus’ ambivalence is again on display just a few paragraphs later, when 

Agrippa warns about the Roman use of violence in a possible war: “instead of maltreating you, 

as before, in secret and with a sense of shame, they will now despoil you openly” (JW 2.351).  It 

is hard to imagine a less secretive set of actions than those of Florus, whose orders were designed 

to inflict collective punishment on those who refuse to pay their tribute and harbor resisters who 

mock Roman power.
16

  And yet, Josephus claims in Agrippa’s voice, it is these fila,nqrwpoj 

o[plon (“humane opponents”) who will be provoked to “butcher” (katasfa,zw) other Jews 

throughout the empire, for fear of their joining in rebellion once a war in Judea begins (JW 

2.399-400). 

  A final, and perhaps most audacious, way that Josephus justifies Roman imperial 

ideology is in his theological assertions about divine assistance and the destruction of the 

Temple.  In 2.390, Josephus (in the words of Agrippa) asserts that “without God’s aid, so vast an 

                                                      
16

 The resisters include some of “the malcontents [who] railed on the procurator in the most opprobrious terms and 

carrying round a basket begged coppers for him as for an unfortunate destitute” (JW 2.295).  This mocking and lack 

of respect is a form of resistance undertaken by the ruled in an imperial system, which James Scott calls “hidden 

transcripts.”  I discuss Scott’s insights in detail in chapter 2.  



7 

 

empire could never have been built up,” and then poses a quandary about keeping the sabbath in 

wartime: “if compelled to transgress the very principles on which you chiefly build your hopes 

of God’s assistance, you will alienate him from you.  If you observe your sabbath customs and 

refuse to [fight] …you will undoubtedly be easily defeated, as were your forefathers by 

Pompey.”  While this may be true, and also serves Agrippa’s purposes in giving the speech, 

Josephus’ characterization of divine interaction with military power is one dimensional.  By 

focusing on Pompey, he conveniently ignores the earlier Maccabean uprising, in which Jewish 

resisters to Greek tyranny decided to fight on the sabbath, and were successful, carving out a 

kingdom against an enemy with greater numbers and a stronger army.
17

  As Agrippa concludes 

his speech with a warning of the Temple’s destruction (2.400), Josephus is foreshadowing his 

description in 6.241-66 of the fire that engulfs it – thrown from the hands of a Roman soldier, yet 

foretold by portents like the voice of the protective heavenly host which declares: metabai,nomen 

evnteu/qen (6.299).
18

  I refer again to Josephus’ account of these events in later chapters.  But for 

now, these examples should illustrate his ambivalent position and ambiguous portrayal of Roman 

military power, and how he – like all imperial subjects – must constantly negotiate with the 

presence of the Roman Empire. 

 Like Josephus, Matthew’s gospel also constructs the Roman Empire and argues for ways 

in which to live in relation to its power.  In similar ways to Josephus, Matthew’s construction of 

and suggested ways to negotiate with Roman military power are ambivalent – beginning with a 

warning about its use of violence to maintain power (2:1-18) yet concluding with the overthrow 

                                                      
17

 1 Macc 2:31-41, which concludes (v.41): “So they made this decision that day: ‘Let us fight against anyone who 

comes to attack us on the sabbath day; let us not all die as our kindred died in their hiding places.’” 
18

 Thackeray, LCL, translates the full sentence as follows: “Moreover, at the feast which is called Pentecost, the 

priests on entering the inner court of the temple by night, as their custom was in the discharge of their ministrations, 

reported that they were conscious, first of a commotion and a din, and after that of a voice as of a host, ‘We are 

departing hence.’”  
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of Rome by the eschatological Son of Man (24:29-30; 26:64).  Matthew’s construction is seen, 

among other places, in 26:51-56 – the second quotation above – where Jesus’ arrest by the agents 

of Roman allies (elite Jerusalem leaders) sets off a chain of events in which he is sentenced to 

death and crucified by the Roman governor and soldiers as one who has challenged their 

power.
19

 

 I will say more on the topic of the Roman military as a vehicle for violence and the threat 

of violence, as well as its symbolic use as a tool for creating and maintaining imperial ideology 

in subsequent chapters.  For now, these opening remarks on the Roman threat and use of military 

violence should serve as an introduction to the topic and approach that I will use to argue that the 

gospel of Matthew constructs and negotiates with Roman military power throughout the gospel 

narrative. 

 

2. Matthew Constructs and Negotiates with Roman Military Power 

 In this study I argue that the gospel of Matthew constructs and negotiates with Roman 

military power in a variety of ways – including avoidance, submission, benign cooperation, 

ambivalent accommodation, non-violent resistance, and envisioning its ultimate and violent 

overthrow by heavenly power.  Part 1 frames the discussion, while Part 2 shows how Matthew 

constructs and negotiates with the Roman military. 

 Following this Introduction (Chapter 1), my argument opens in Chapter 2 with a 

description of methods, each of which falls under the aegis of empire-critical interpretation of the 

Gospel.  Empire-critical approaches are intentionally eclectic, and for this reason I will make use 

of several complimentary theories.  Michael Mann argues that sources of social power include 

                                                      
19

 This is seen in the titulus on Jesus’ cross: “The King of the Jews” (27:37) and his association with lhsth,j , -ai 
(26:55; 27:38). 
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ideological, economic, military, and political organizational networks, and he describes the 

Roman military as operating in two modes: conquest and pacification/incorporation.
20

  Gerhard 

Lenski’s model of social stratification asks how rulers maintain power over time in agrarian 

empires.
21

  Colleen Conway argues that formulations of hegemonic masculinity are endemic to 

Roman imperial culture, and also present in Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus (as authoritative 

speaker, virtuous governor, humble recipient of adulation, and able to successfully navigate the 

threat of death).
22

  Garrett Fagan and Nathan Andrade examines the violence endemic to Roman 

society, including competition among Greeks and Jews in Roman Syria, contending that the 

institutionalization of violence as an acceptable social act solidifies group boundaries and 

maintains hierarchies of power.
23

  James Scott writes about the social conflict that is inherent in 

an imperial system, and formulates the terms “public transcripts” and “hidden transcripts” as the 

ways in which elite members of society promote, promulgate, and enact ideologies of rule and 

control; and how non-elites negotiate elite power in various ways that are self-protective and 

non-violent.
24

  Post-colonial theorists such as Homi Bhabha, Albert Memmi, and Eduard Said 

formulate the categories of hybridity, mimicry, and ambivalence;
25

 applied to the gospel, each 

are strategies employed in Matthew’s construction and negotiates with the overwhelming power 

of the Roman military.  Each of these methods offers a slightly different view of the multifaceted 

approach that is imperial critical interpretation.  At the same time, each method is similar insofar 

                                                      
20

 Mann, Social Power, vol.1. 
21

 Lenski, Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratification (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 

Press, 1966, 1984). 
22

 Colleen Conway, Behold the Man: Jesus and Greco-Roman Masculinity (London: Oxford University Press, 

2008). 
23

 Garrett Fagan, “Violence in Roman Social Relations,” Social Relations in the Roman World, ed. Michael Peachin 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 469-76.  Nathanael Andrade, “Ambiguity, Violence, and Community in 

the Cities of Judaea and Syria,” Historia: Zeitschrift fur Alte Geschichte 59.3 (2010), 342-370. 
24

 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 1990).  As with Florus and the collection basket of copper coins mentioned in Josephus (JW 2.295), above. 
25

 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (New York and London: Routledge, 1994); Albert Memmi, The Colonizer 

and the Colonized (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1967); and Eduard Said, Orientalism (New York, NY: Vintage 

Books, 1994). 
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as it interrogates the bases of power that are foundational to the expansion and maintenance of 

the Roman imperial system, of which the Roman military is an expression. 

 In Chapter 3 I focus on the social context of Matthew’s gospel, arguing that the Roman 

military (legionary, auxiliary, and allied) is a pervasive expression of imperial power and 

influence in the lands of greater Syria, the land from which the gospel most likely originates.  

This power is expressed in at least four main ways, insofar as soldiers (1) carry out social control 

through the threat and use of violence (e.g. policing, taxation enforcement, anti-banditry actions, 

warfare); (2) impact the shape of regional economics (e.g. taxation, demands on food and grain 

and other supply, coinage); (3) impact social relationships (especially political structures, 

marriage, religion) of the lands in which the gospel was first written and read; and (4) act as 

bearers of Roman imperial ideology through material presence (dress, coinage, iconography, 

army standards) and corporate actions (annual vow of allegiance to emperor; religious ritual; 

parades of Jewish captives 71 CE; execution of bandits/revolutionaries).  

 In Chapters 4–8 (Part 2) I examine a number of Matthean texts, including the 

presentation of Herod and Antipas as agents of Roman power (2:1-18; 14:1-12); the advocacy of 

non-violent resistance to Roman angaria (5:38-42); Jesus’ ambivalent response to the centurion 

at Capernaum (8:5-13); a vision of eschatological retribution (24:27-31); and the gospel’s 

presentation of the role of soldiers under the command of Roman allies (chief priests and elders) 

and the Roman governor in the arrest, torture, crucifixion, of Jesus – and their subsequent terror 

and immobilization at his death and resurrection (26:1 – 28:20).    

 Throughout these chapters I contend that Matthew’s construction of the Roman military 

points towards an effort to negotiate the overarching presence of the Empire in Syria and the 

surrounding region.  Matthew 2:1-18 and 14:1-12, for instance, present Herod and Antipas as 
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agents of Roman power who are able to send soldiers to kill civilians and execute prisoners 

without fear of repercussion.  In these texts the gospel presents Roman military power (including 

the royal troops of client rulers) as dangerous and arbitrary in the hands of imperial elites.  This 

power is something to be wary of, and avoided when possible (Mt. 2:13-15, 19-23).  In Matthew 

5:38-42, Jesus’ teaching addresses the Roman practice of angaria (requisition of goods and labor 

by the Roman army and government officials) by encouraging some members of the Matthean 

readership to non-violent resistance.  Yet in Matthew 8:5-13, Jesus’ response to the centurion at 

Capernaum seems to be much more accommodationist.  Jesus praises his faith while leaving 

unchallenged the hierarchies of power that the centurion is embedded in, and appears willing to 

replicate them.  Jesus thereby acquiesces to, deflects, and even replicates and upholds the use of 

Roman military power and its threat of violence.  In contrast to this, in Matthew 24:27-31, 

Matthew’s Jesus replicates imperial military power in a vision of eschatological retribution in 

which Roman eagles fall, thereby symbolizing the destruction of Roman military power at the 

return of the all-conquering eschatological Son of Man.  Likewise, Matthew 26-27 describes in 

detail the arrest, sentencing, and execution by crucifixion of Jesus at the hands of soldiers under 

the command of elite Roman allies and the Roman governor.  This is an example of the fullest 

expression of Roman military power’s capacity to wield violence and death.  But this “ultimate” 

arbitration of power is challenged directly and overturned in Matthew 28: Jesus is resurrected 

(28:1-10, 16-17); the soldiers guarding the tomb are paralyzed with fear (w`j nekroi,, “like dead 

men”) and bribed to lie about what happened (28:4, 11-15); and the disciples are sent into the 

world with “all authority” until the end of the age (28:18-20).  

 In this study I do not attempt an overarching history of Roman military action in Syria or 

the East, nor do I offer any new account of the political machinations that so often accompany 
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wars, treaties, boundaries, and ruling power.  These have been treated elsewhere, and will be 

referred to as relevant.
26

  Likewise I do not attempt to catalogue every instance of Matthew’s 

engagement with the power and ideology of the Roman Empire.  These are multitudinous, and 

would result in a larger work than is possible here.  Instead, my focus will remain on instances 

where Matthew is engaged specifically with military power and personnel.  My choice of texts 

illustrates the Gospel’s multifaceted construction of this power (benign, threatening, death-

dealing) and the ways in which Jesus’ followers are instructed to negotiate it (acquiescence, non-

violent resistance, future eschatological revenge and promise of divine justice, etc.).  This focus 

on Matthew’s construction and negotiation with Roman military power examines one hitherto 

neglected dimension of the Gospel’s complex and multivalent negotiation with Roman power. 

 

3. Relationship to Previous Scholarship 

a. The Origin of Matthew’s Gospel 

 Matthean scholarship that asks questions of the emergence and address of the gospel has 

provided important discussions as to possible locations for the provenance of Matthew.
27

  

Proposals have centered on questions of location, composition of the Matthean community, and 

                                                      
26

 See Fergus Millar, The Roman Near East: 31 BC – AD 337 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 

27-99; Benjamin Isaac, The Limits of Empire: The Roman Army in the East, rev. ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990), 14-

53; The Roman Army in the East, JRA Supplementary Series 18, ed. David L. Kennedy (Ann Arbor, MI: Journal of 

Roman Archaeology, 1996); Kevin Butcher, Roman Syria and the Near East (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 

2003), 19-44; and Edward N. Luttwak, The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire: From the First Century A.D. to 

the Third (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976). 
27

 John P. Meier, in Part One of Raymond E. Brown and John P. Meier, Antioch and Rome: New Testament Cradles 

of Catholic Christianity (New York, Paulist Press, 1982), 18-27, provides a nice summary of prior work.  See also 

Graham Stanton, “The Origin and Purpose of Matthew’s Gospel: Matthean Scholarship from 1945-1980,” ANRW 

2.23.3 (1985), 1890-1951; David Sim, “Matthew: The Current State of Research,” Mark and Matthew I, eds. Eve-

Marie Becker and Anders Runesson, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen Zum Neuen Testament 271, (Tübingen: 

Mohr Siebeck, 2011); Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1-7 (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2007), 56-59; and Jack Dean 

Kingsbury, Matthew as Story (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1988), 147-160. 
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conflicted relationship to a synagogue,
28

 with a general consensus that points towards Antioch, 

the capital of Roman Syria as a likely place for the writing and use of the gospel.
29

  References 

by Ignatius show that the gospel was read there early in the Second Century.
30

  I am in 

agreement with these arguments for an Antiochene provenance, which at the very least serve as 

parameters for my contention: that the presence and activity of the Roman military in Syria and 

surrounding regions are important factors for understanding the gospel in the years following the 

Jewish-Roman War in 66-70 CE.  Previous scholarly focus on the location and identity of the 

Matthean Community and a religious conflict with a synagogue do not, however, address the 

daily realities of Roman military presence in the city and region nor how this power must be 

negotiated by those who encounter it regularly. 

 

 

                                                      
28

 J.A. Overman, Matthew’s Gospel and Formative Judaism (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990); A. Saldarini, Matthew’s 

Christian-Jewish Community (1994); D. Sim, The Gospel of Matthew and Christian Judaism, (London: A&C Black, 

1998); and Anders Runesson, “Rethinking Early Jewish—Christian Relations: Matthean Community History as 

Pharisaic Intragroup Conflict,” JBL 127.1 (2008), 95–132,  argue for the so called intra-muros position: Matthean 

Christ-followers are to be found within the bounds first century CE Judaism, and their disagreements with 

synagogue authorities (represented by Scribes and Pharisees) is an intra-group conflict.  D. Hagner, “The sitz im 

leben of the Gospel of Matthew,” (1996) and G. Stanton, Gospel for a New People (Louisville: Westminster John 

Knox, 1992) take the opposite position, arguing that separation from the synagogue has already taken place (extra-

muros).  Additionally, while leaning towards the intra-muros position, Matthias Konradt, Israel, Church and the 

Gentiles in the Gospel of Matthew (Baylor/Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 365, calls into question the adequacy of the extra- / 

intra-muros model, arguing for a more general conclusion: “Judaism constitutes the primary context for the life of 

the Matthean community, and more specifically, the historical situation in which the Matthean Jesus story is 

anchored is substantially characterized by the conflict between believers in Christ and the predominantly Pharisaic 

synagogue.” 
29

 The majority of current scholars follow, with slight adjustments, B.H. Streeter, The Four Gospels (London: 

MacMillan, 1930), 500-7, who argues for Antioch based on: (1) widespread acceptance in the 2
nd

 century implying 

the backing of an important and established church; (2) an interest in Peter, associated elsewhere with Antioch; (3) 

the large Jewish population of the city; (4) the most explicit connection with Hebrew Scripture; (5) the least 

influenced by “the spirit of Paul than any other book in the New Testament; (6) the value of a stater equaling two 

didrachmae (Mt 17:24-27) in Antioch and Damascus alone; and (7) evidence in Ignatius (see below). 
30

 Streeter, Four Gospels, 505 notes the fifteen references in Ignatius’ seven letters that have linguistic connection to 

Matthew: nine of these are also found in Mark and Luke, but six are particular to Matthew, especially Jesus’ baptism 

by John so that “all righteousness might be fulfilled” (Smyrn. 1.1 plhrwqh/| pa/sa dikaiosu,nh  // Mt. 3:15  plhrw/sai 
pa/san dikaiosu,nhn); and Jesus’ work as the embodiment of Isaiah “he bore our diseases” (Polyc. 1.2-3  pa,ntwn ta.j 
no,souj ba,staze // Mt. 8:17 a.j no,souj evba,stasen).  A more recent summary of the Ignatian evidence is found in 

David Sim, “Matthew and Ignatius of Antioch,” in Matthew and His Christian Contemporaries, ed. David Sim and 

Boris Repschinski, The Library of New Testament Studies 333 (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2008), 139-54. 
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b. Military Language in the New Testament 

 Scholarship on the topic of military language in the New Testament has taken two 

directions over the last twenty-five to thirty years.  The first path focused on describing the 

historical context of Jesus’ ministry and the broad presence of Roman military during the first 

century CE.  In the 1990s, a working group in the Society of Biblical Literature endeavored to 

describe the identity, movement, and stationing of troops in and around Palestine throughout the 

1
st
 century CE.  Work by such scholars as Saddington,

31
 Hobbs,

32
 and Speidel

33
 provided 

valuable historical and political information (such as the composition of Herod’s army or units 

involved in the Judean War in 66-70 CE), but overlooked the impacts of the structures of empire 

in the East – including how Matthew’s gospel negotiates the reality of Roman military power.   

 The second path has used literary approaches.  This path includes two recent books by 

Brink
34

 and by Kyrychenko
35

 that have discussed the function of the centurion in Luke-Acts as a 

character in relation to other Roman writings (in Greek and Latin) on the same topic.  Literary 

approaches have the advantage of asking questions about the impact of social realities on 

interpretation (Who were centurions?  How would they have been perceived by Gospel 

audiences? What is their relation to Gospel plot, characters, etc.?),
36

 but again they do not ask 

questions about overarching imperial structures nor the ways in which the gospels construct and 

negotiate with their imperial context.   

                                                      
31

 D.B. Saddington, “Roman Military and Administrative Personnel in the New Testament,” ANRW 2.26.3 (1996): 

2409-2435.  
32

 T.R. Hobbs, “Soldiers in the Gospels: a Neglected Agent” in Social Scientific Models for Interpreting the Bible: 

Essays by the Context Group in Honor of Bruce J. Malina, 328-48, ed. Bruce J. Malina and John J. Pilch (Leiden 

and Boston: Brill, 2001). 
33

 Michael P. Speidel, “The Roman Army Under the Procurators: The Italian and Augustan Cohort in the Acts of the 

Apostles,” Ancient Society, 13/14 (1982/3): 233-240. 
34

 Laurie Brink, Soldiers in Luke-Acts: Engaging, Contradicting, and Transcending the Stereotypes.  

Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen Zum Neuen Testament 2, 326 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014). 
35

 Alexander Kyrychenko, The Roman Army and the Expansion of the Gospel: The Role of the Centurion in Luke-

Acts (Boston: De Gruyter, 2014). 
36

 See also: John Christianson, “The Centurion in History and Literature: A Context for Reading in the Gospels,” 

MA Research Portfolio, Missouri State University, 2010. 
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c. Specific Scenes in Matthew’s Narrative 

 In addition to the two broad paths above, there have also been a series of recent works 

that address specific gospel texts that happen to feature military personnel – in particular the 

centurion.  A long running discussion of theological importance has examined the centurion’s 

statement at the death of Jesus in Mark 15:39 (VAlhqw/j ou-toj ò a;nqrwpoj ui`o.j qeou/ h=n) and its 

parallel in Matthew 27:54 (VAlhqw/j qeou/ ui`o.j h=n ou-toj): should the centurion’s statement be 

interpreted as a confession of faith or as a mocking and derisive yet ironic dismissal?  This 

discussion began as long ago as Ernest Colwell in 1933,
37

 and has continued until the present 

with articles by such scholars as Robert Mowery and Earl Johnson, who argue on linguistic 

grounds.
38

  Tae Hun Kim adds to the discussion dimensions of the imperial cult,
39

 while Kelly 

Iverson addresses it from the perspective of performance criticism.
40

  Robert Karris takes a 

similar approach with the centurion’s statement in Luke 23:47.
41

  What these discussions share in 

common is a focus on theological arguments about the nuances of the centurion’s statement.  

These insights are, without a doubt, important.  But what is missing (with the partial exception of 

Kim) is an awareness of the imperial context in which the centurion – whether Mark’s, 

Matthew’s, or Luke’s – makes his declaration. 

 Another recent avenue of discussion has been opened by Theodore Jennings and Tat-

Siong Benny Liew, who argue that the pai,j in Matthew 8:5-12 should be identified as the 

                                                      
37

 Ernest C. Colwell, “A Definite Rule for the Use of the Article in the Greek New Testament,” JBL 52 (1933): 12-

21.  See also Philip B. Harner, “Qualitative Anarthrous Predicate Nouns: Mark 15:39 and John 1:1” JBL 92.1 

(1973): 75-87. 
38

 Robert L. Mowery, “The Matthean ‘Son of God’ References,” Novum Testamentum 32.3 (Brill, 1990): 193-200; 

Earl S. Johnson, “Mark 15,39 and the So-Called Confession of the Roman Centurion,” Biblica 81.3 (2000): 406-13. 
39

 Tae Hun Kim, “The Anathrous ui`o.j qeou/ in Mark 15,39 and the Roman Imperial Cult,” in Biblica 79 (1998): 

221-41. 
40

 Kelly Iverson, “A Centurion’s ‘Confession’: A Performance-Critical Analysis of Mark 15:39,” JBL 130.2 (2011): 

329-50. 
41

 Robert J. Karris, “Luke 23:47 and the Lucan View of Jesus’ Death,” JBL 105.1 (1986): 65-74. 
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centurion’s boy-love.
42

  Using ancient social descriptors, they propose that the centurion’s 

feelings of jealousy and possessiveness are aroused by the threat of Jesus’ presence. 

 

d. Matthew as a Religious Text 

 From a broader perspective, much Matthean scholarship has neglected the presence of 

empire, tending to either ignore it completely or relegate it to “background” while foregrounding 

“religious” themes and readings in relation to a synagogue conflict.
43

  This is evident in the well-

known question of the identity of the Matthean community vis-à-vis formative Judaism.  Each of 

the proposed historical scenarios, whether intra- or extra-muros,
44

 is framed in such a way so as 

to emphasize the “religious” nature of theological debates or sociological conditions.  In this 

regard, Sim’s summary of the discussion is typical: “Was Matthew’s community still a part of 

the Jewish religious world, or had this conflict resulted in it renouncing its Jewish heritage?”
45

  

While such questions are important, they result in the impression that “religious” debates and 

communities existed unto themselves, rather than being but one facet of those communities’ 

efforts to negotiate with Roman imperial power, and construct spaces for their own survival in 

Roman society. 

 The same can be said of readings that emphasize the theological aspects of Matthew, 

such as those of Ulrich Luz, R.T. France, or William Davies and Dale Allison.
46

  Questions 

about topics such as christological titles, the kingdom of heaven, salvation, or discipleship are 

                                                      
42

 Jennings, Theodore W. and Tat-Siong Benny Liew, “Mistaken Identities but Model Faith: Rereading the 

Centurion, the Chap, and the Christ in Matthew 8:5-13,” JBL 123.3 (2004): 467-94.   
43

 See above references to the question of the identity of the Matthean community vis-à-vis formative Judaism.   
44

 See n.28, above. 
45

 Sim, “Current State,” 34. 
46

 c.f. Ulrich Luz, Theology of the Gospel of Matthew (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1995); R.T. France, 

Matthew: Evangelist and Teacher  (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1995); or William D. Davies and Dale Allison, A 

Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, 3 vols. (Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 

2004). 
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important to a reading of Matthew – both in its narrative framework and in relationship to other 

Biblical writings.  But again, they suffer from distortion if the imperial context of such writings 

is not identified, acknowledged, and engaged.
47

 

 

e. An Empire-Critical Approach to Matthew 

 In contrast to these approaches, I will take an empire-critical approach that foregrounds 

the presence of Empire and draws out how imperial structures and personnel are presented as 

part of the gospel’s negotiation of Roman power.  As Warren Carter writes, this approach 

investigates the daily strategies by which people negotiated the Roman imperial system, 

including “how the writers of the [New Testament] texts conceive of life in the empire for those 

committed to the purposes/empire of God manifested in Jesus, and how… [they] validate, 

cooperate with, imitate, reinscribe, contest, compete with, counter, or attack (and combinations 

thereof) the ways in which life and society are organized under Roman rule.”
 48

 

 In recent years there has been a growing number of scholars who have adopted an 

empire-critical approach.  Their work has been important in foregrounding the pervasive 

influence of imperial power across Roman society.  In the case of the lands from which Matthew 

originates, their studies are acutely aware of events during 66-70 CE, including the destruction of 

Jerusalem and the social and political repercussions in the war’s aftermath for Jewish people in 

Syria and throughout the Empire.
49

  I do not disagree with their conclusions.  However, even 

                                                      
47

Such theological questions are also implied in debates over the relationship of Matthean and Pauline Christianity, 

which has been promoted by Sim in such works as “Matthew and the Pauline Corpus: A Preliminary Intertextual 

Study,” JSNT 31 (2009): 401-22; and “Matthew’s Anti-Paulinism: A Neglected Feature of Matthean Studies,” 

HvTSt 58 (2002): 767-83. 
48

 Warren Carter, “Empire Studies and Biblical Interpretation,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Biblical 

Interpretation, ed. Steven L. McKenzie (Oxford University. Press, http://www.oxfordreference.com, 2014). 
49

 c.f. In the Shadow of Empire, Richard Horsley, ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2008); The Gospel of 

Matthew in its Roman Imperial Context, ed. John Riches and David Sim, The Library of New Testament Studies 

(London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2005); Robert Mowery, “Subtle Differences: The Matthean ‘Son of God’ 
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among those who take an empire-critical approach, the specific topic of the Roman military and 

its negotiation by the gospel has been undervalued or ignored.  Many write incisively about the 

Roman military’s warfare and threat of violence.  Yet none specifically addresses the place and 

role of the military in the Roman imperial system – neither as an entity that threatens and 

delivers violence at specific times and places, nor as a vehicle for ongoing expressions of 

imperial power, nor Matthew’s negotiation with it.
50

 

 

4. Contribution 

 This work contributes to Biblical scholarship in several ways.  Like recent works 

employing historical context and literature approaches, my work acknowledges the importance 

of the Roman military as a presence in the gospel.  Making use of an empire-critical approach 

allows me intentionally to foreground the gospel’s construction and negotiation of Roman 

military power as part of its larger engagement with Roman imperial power.  This interpretive 

approach recognizes that there are multiple expressions of imperial power – including the Roman 

military – in the region where the gospel is written.  An empire-critical approach reveals how 

Matthew negotiates with the power and ideology of empire to create space for communities of 

Jesus-followers.  This negotiation is multivalent and simultaneous, and takes different forms in 

different contexts – as will be seen in the texts I address from the gospel. 

  

                                                                                                                                                                           
References,” Novum Testamentu 32.3 (1990): 193-200; Maziel Barreto Dani, “This Land is ‘Our’ Land: 

Recolonization in Matthew’s Gospel” (PhD diss., Brite Divinity School, Texas Christian University, 2019). 
50

 K.C. Hanson and Douglas Oakman, Palestine in the Time of Jesus: Social Structures and Social Conflicts 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 167-87, for instance, define an ample number of terms (23 by my count) relating to 

the Roman military (e.g. Aquila, Auxiliary troops, Centurion, Ethnarch, Fall of Jerusalem, Legion, Soldier, and 

Veteran), and include two charts of military organization (Figs. G.1 and G.2) – but these are found in the glossary, 

rather than comprising their own section or chapter of the text. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Empire-critical Approaches to Matthew 

 

 

tu regere imperio populos, Romane, memento 

(hae tibi erunt artes), pacique imponere morem, 

parcere subiectis et debellare superbos.
51

 

 

Remember, Roman, it is for you to rule the nations with your power, 

(that will be your skill) to crown peace with law, 

to spare the conquered, and subdue the proud.
52

 

         Virgil, Aeneid 6.851-53 

 

 

You, O king, the king of kings – to whom the God of heaven has given the 

kingdom, the power, the might, and the glory, into whose hand he has given 

human beings, wherever they live, the wild animals of the field, and the birds of 

the air, and whom he has established as ruler over them all – you are the head of 

gold.  After you shall arise another kingdom inferior to yours, and yet a third 

kingdom of bronze, which shall rule over the whole earth.  And there shall be a 

fourth kingdom, strong as iron; just as iron crushes and smashes everything, it 

shall crush and shatter all these….  And in the days of those kings the God of 

heaven will set up a kingdom that shall never be destroyed, nor shall this kingdom 

be left to another people. It shall crush all these kingdoms and bring them to an 

end, and it shall stand forever. 

         Daniel 2:37-44 

  

                                                      
51

 Virgil, Aeneid (Goold, LCL). 
52

 A.S. Kline translation (2002)  http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/VirgilAeneidVI.htm#anchor 

_Toc2242942. 
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1. Introduction 

 This chapter lays out my interpretive approach and provides the theoretical framework I 

will use to conduct my reading of Matthew’s gospel.  As stated in the Introduction, this reading 

foregrounds the presence of the Roman Empire as the context within which the gospel is written 

and first read.  My specific interest is how Matthew’s gospel constructs and negotiates the 

presence and activity of the Roman military in Syria and surrounding regions that works to 

support and enforce the expansion and rule of the Roman Empire in the years following the 

Jewish-Roman War in 66-70 CE.  The particular expressions of imperial power used by the 

Roman military include (1) the threat and use of violence; (2) influencing regional economics; 

(3) effecting social relationships; and (4) promoting imperial ideology.  I will argue for and 

marshal evidence to support each of these points in Chapter 3.  First, however, I will lay out a 

structure within which this evidence may be read. 

 This theoretical framework is important because it will provide a structure through which 

to understand how the Roman military created and supported the structures of empire.  Likewise, 

it will offer a series of questions that interrogate the claims of imperial power.  One set of 

answers to these questions is found in Matthew, where the gospel uses various strategies to 

negotiate the pervasive power of the Roman Empire.  I will address these strategies in relation to 

specific texts in Part 2 of this study.   

 This chapter will be divided into three parts.  In the first, I introduce Empire-critical 

approaches to New Testament studies, emphasizing its foregrounding of the Roman Empire as a 

context in which to read the gospel of Matthew.  In the second, I make use of the work of 

Michael Mann and Gerhard Lenski, who provide models for social structures and the dynamics 

of power within the Roman Empire in which context the Roman military operates, and Colleen 
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Conway, who highlight aspects of masculinity in the Roman military and its contribution to the 

exercise of imperial power.  I also discuss the presence of violence in Roman society, as 

elucidated by Garrett Fagan and Nathan Andrade.  In the third, I add the insights of scholars who 

address the experiences of subordinate and subaltern people, and what they do to support or 

resist the actions of the elite and powerful in the Roman imperial system.  These writers include 

James Scott and several postcolonial theorists, especially Frantz Fanon and Homi Bhabha.  

Finally, I provide a summary of my theoretical framework, and point the way towards its use in 

the rest of my work.  This will emphasize the impact of violence and the threat of violence by the 

Roman military, which both expands and enforces empire in places like Syria, where the gospel 

of Matthew is written. 

 

2. Empire-critical Approaches 

 Empire-critical approaches to the New Testament begin with the observation that the NT 

texts, no less than others written in similar times and places, are products of the Roman Empire.  

This does not mean that they have identical aims as intentionally imperialist propaganda, such as 

Virgil’s Aeneid, quoted above, but they do participate in and are engaged with the structures of 

empire – including those which uphold its political, economic, military, and ideological power.  

Warren Carter writes that empire-critical approaches: 

investigate such matters as strategies by which Jesus-followers negotiated the 

Roman imperial order on a daily basis, how the [New Testament] texts represent 

and engage the vision of human existence and societal organization enacted by 

Rome, how the writers of the [New Testament] texts conceive of life in the 

empire for those committed to the purposes/empire of God manifested in Jesus, 

and how [New Testament] texts validate, cooperate with, imitate, reinscribe, 
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contest, compete with, counter, or attack (and combinations thereof) the ways in 

which life and society are organized under Roman rule.
53

 

 

For a text like Matthew, then, engagement with the Roman Empire occurs in a variety of ways.  

As will be shown in subsequent chapters, in different places in the text and with assorted 

techniques, Matthew opposes, coopts, cooperates with, mimics, and seeks to replace the Roman 

Empire.  At times he is deeply ambivalent, like Josephus in the Jewish War.  At other times he 

seemingly cooperates with it, as in his portrayal of Jesus and the centurion in Matthew 8:5-13, 

the focus of chapter 6 of this study. 

 As a broad generalization, Matthew’s strategy is to create strategies by which Jesus-

followers can negotiate and find ways to live within the imperial system.  More specifically, I 

argue that Matthew’s negotiation seeks to deal with the reality of the Roman military, including 

its threat and use of violence, shown clearly (to use two obvious examples) in the recent Jewish 

Roman War (66-70 CE); and in the tradition concerning the torture, crucifixion, and death of 

Jesus himself by the order of a Roman governor and at the hands of Roman soldiers (Matt 27:11-

50).  Matthew’s negotiation with Roman military power takes several different forms, counseling 

– at various points – such strategies as submission/cooperation, avoidance, non-violent 

resistance, endurance, and eschatological expectation of its overthrow.  In part Matthew is 

following biblical models such as Daniel 2:37-44, quoted above, in that he engages in theological 

reflection on the nature of rulers and political power.  Like Daniel, Matthew subordinates all 

claims of power to the theological assertion that all nations and empires are ultimately subject to 

the divine will; yet he also provides pragmatic strategies that are necessary for the present time 

while living under such rulers.  At the same time, Matthew’s multivalent approaches are also 
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 Warren Carter, “Empire Studies and Biblical Interpretation,” Oxford Encyclopedia of Biblical Interpretation 

(online, 2014). 
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typical of New Testament (and other) texts that come from within the Empire.  As Carter points 

out, “multiple forms of engagements and interactions [indicate] that such engagements between 

Jesus-followers and the empire were not monolithic.  New Testament texts are neither wholly 

opposed to the imperial world nor wholly in support of it. Rather, they negotiate it with diverse, 

simultaneous interactions.”
54

  Additionally, while Matthew shares strategies of engagement that 

other writings also exhibit, it is his own particular approach and narrative that interests me – 

especially the ways in which he constructs and negotiates with Roman military power. 

 Analysis of this construction and negotiation under the aegis of empire-critical 

approaches leads me to employ several different, yet related, theoretical models.  Empire-critical 

approaches are multifaceted and intentionally eclectic, and for this reason I make use of several 

complimentary theories and models of social relationships to analyze and frame Matthew’s 

social context, text and message.  Each of these methods offers a slightly different view; at the 

same time, each method is similar insofar as it interrogates the bases of power and societal 

structures that are foundational to the expansion and maintenance of the Roman imperial system, 

of which the Roman military is one expression. 

 

3. Sources of Social Power 

 Rather than viewing military power as a subset or offshoot of political power, sociologist 

Michael Mann foregrounds military organization as one of four major networks of power, which 

are the primary or determining means through which humans structure their societies and social 

relationships.  As his subsequent discussion shows, this is true for the Roman Empire.  Mann 

develops the idea of societies as “multiple overlapping and intersecting sociospatial networks of 

                                                      
54

 Carter, “Empire Studies and Biblical Interpretation.” 



24 

 

power,”
55

 and identifies the four networks of social power as ideological, economic, military, 

and political.
56

  He designates these as “networks of social interaction” which are often 

hierarchical and “institutional means of attaining human goals.”
57

  In other words, these sources 

of social power are ways that humans organize themselves to attain their goals over time and 

distance.  Analysis of the four networks shows the capacity of any given society to attain and 

maintain control over people, materials, and territory, which in turn determines its growth and 

longevity, its success or failure over time.  The four sources of power, for Mann, represent 

“alternative organizational means of social control… [and] each has offered enhanced capacity 

for organization”
58

 at different times and places.  While not ignoring the other three, my focus is 

on Mann’s network of military power as a key means of exerting societal power in the Roman 

Empire. 

 Before discussing military power in detail, I briefly note the other networks of power in 

Mann’s model, keeping in mind that all four are related and intertwined, and each has an 

influence on the others.  Reversing Mann’s order, I begin with political power, which pertains to 

forms of organization that societies develop to centralize their pursuit of common goals.
59

  The 

use of political power may be external to a territory (international relations) or internal (domestic 

governance).  Although Mann does not elaborate the category fully, internal uses of political 

power might include creation of laws and a justice system to regulate interpersonal relations (e.g. 

“Don’t murder, or you will be punished”), as well as forms of government (democracy; 

hereditary kingship; empire) and systems of taxation.  In the Roman Empire, both government 

and taxation strategies were designed to maintain and uphold the interests of a powerful ruling 
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elite.  As such, the primary purpose of such projects as roads, aqueducts, or military defenses 

must not be viewed as benefitting the common good, but instead as ways of enforcing imperial 

power and the status of elite power holders, such as the emperor. 

 The second network concerns economic power, which includes control of production, 

distribution, exchange, and consumption of goods and services in a society.  It is far-reaching, 

incorporating the “intensive practical, everyday labor… of the mass of the population.”
60

  In the 

Roman Empire, this power was based on agricultural production as well as the trade of all kinds 

of products around the Mediterranean and beyond.
61

  In Roman Syria, as I argue in Chapter 3, 

the Roman military – by virtue of its size, need for products, and procurement capability – 

wielded vast economic power in addition to its military capacity, a power that had an influence 

on laborers and the economy across the province.  This recognition corresponds with Mann’s 

argument that the Roman Empire is a legionary economy: a hierarchical and distributive form of 

power that is both compulsory and coercive.
62

  Although much of his focus is on Republican era 

Rome, I incorporate his observations in the next chapter as well.
63

 

 Mann’s third network of power comprises ideological power.   This network harnesses 

the capacity of humans to seek and make meaning of their lives, appeals to social norms or 
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morality in a given time and place, and includes aesthetic or ritual practices that shape social 

behavior and expectations.
64

  Ideology is able to spread across distances and often transcends 

political and military boundaries, even as it sanctions them, and has the power to unite disparate 

people who may be separated by distance or other social distinctions.
65

  Mann writes that the 

content of ideology includes a “concern with genealogy and the origins of society, with life-cycle 

transitions, with influencing the fertility of nature and controlling human reproduction, with 

justifying yet regulating violence, with establishing sources of legitimate authority beyond one’s 

own kin group, village, or state.”
66

  In Rome, the writings of historians and poets laud and 

promote the insight that military power is central to Roman expansion.  Livy, for instance, begins 

his long account with the observation that: “so great is the military glory of the Roman People that 

when they profess that their Father and the Father of their Founder was none other than Mars, the 

nations of the earth may well submit to this also with as good a grace as they submit to Rome’s 

dominion” (History 1.7-8).
67

  The poet Virgil, likewise, shows the use of ideological power to 

justify and support imperial ends.  In the Aeneid, Virgil writes how Jupiter, father of the gods, 

has ordained the Romans to conquer nations: “For these I set no bounds in space or time; but 

have given empire without end” (his ego nec metas rerum nec tempora pono; imperium sine fine 

dedi).
68

  Jupiter also tells of the emperor Augustus; speaking to Venus (progenitrix of the 

Caesars), he says: “in days to come shall you… welcome [him] to heaven, laden with Eastern 

spoils… then wars shall cease and savage ages soften.”
69

  Monuments such as the statue of 
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Augustus at Prima Porta,
70

 the Ara Pacis (altar of Augustan peace) in Rome,
71

 and Trajan’s 

column that celebrate victory over foreign nations continue to underscore this claim.
72

 

 In a similar fashion, I note that Matthew’s gospel is an ideological-constructing and 

promoting text, though focused on the Empire of God, not of Rome.  Each of the above 

mentioned aspects of ideological power is present in the Gospel of Matthew: genealogy (1:1-25); 

life-cycle (9:35-38); influencing nature (8:23-34; 16:1-4; 21:18-22); human reproduction (5:27-

32; 19:3-15); regulating violence (5:41; 10:34-39); and establishing sources of authority (3:1-17; 

25:31-46; 28:18-20), to cite a few examples.  It is not surprising that Matthew addresses such 

matters in writing the gospel, as it originates from this imperial world, and its production 

corresponds well with another important aspect of ideological power: adding to the morale of a 

small community by “intensifying the cohesion, the confidence, and therefore, the power of an 

already established group.”
73

  This is not to say that Matthew’s use of ideological power is 

intended to support or bolster the ideological claims or the political, economic, or military power 

of the Roman Empire.  Instead, Matthew’s use of ideology is intended primarily to support and 

assist in the formation of an alternative community – an empire founded on God’s priorities and 

values, rather than those of the Roman elite. 

 One example of Matthew’s ideological construction is the phrase h` basilei,a tw/n 

ouvranw/n (Matt 4:17).  Used by the Matthean Jesus throughout the gospel, this phrase has 

traditionally been translated as “the kingdom of heaven,” referring to God-as-king motifs in the 

                                                      
70

 Karl Gallinsky, Augustan Culture: An Interpretive Introduction (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), 

155-64; Jane Clark Reeder, “The Statue of Augustus from Prima Porta, the Underground Complex, and the Omen of 

the Gallina Alba,” American Journal of Philology 118.1 (1997): 89-118.  See Figure 5, below. 
71

 Gallinsky, Augustan Culture, 141-55; Paul Zanker, The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus, trans. Alan 

Shapiro. (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1990), 172-183. 
72

 Jonathan Coulston, “Trajan’s Column,” The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 4
th

 ed., ed. Simon Hornblower and 

Antony Spawforth (Oxford University Press, 2012); Martin Beckmann, “Trajan’s Column and Mars Ultor,” JRS 106 

(2016):124-46; Penelope Davies, “The Politics of Perpetuation: Trajan’s Column and the Art of Commemoration,” 

AJA 101.1 (1997): 41-65. 
73

 Mann, Sources of Power, 24. 



28 

 

Hebrew Bible.  Warren Carter, however, argues that the phrase should also be understood as 

referring broadly to rule, territorial control, dominion, and empire.
74

  Use of basilei,a in this 

expansive sense is found both the LXX (Dan 2:37-45; 1 Macc 1:6, 16, 41, 51) and Josephus, who 

writes that the control and rule of large territories (including provinces and kingdoms) derives 

directly from the emperor (JW 1.392, 396, 398, 457-458; 2.93-94), and also how “Vespasian 

[went] from his war against us and ruled an empire” (Ouvespasiano.j dV evk tou/ pro.j h̀ma/j pole,mou 

kai. basilei,aj h;rxato) (JW 5.409, my translation).
75

  Throughout this work I will use “kingdom 

of heaven” and “empire of the heavens,” as well as “God’s Empire” (basilei,aj qe,ou) 

interchangeably and inclusive of this broad range of meaning.   

 Unsurprisingly, the means which Matthew uses to engender loyalty to Jesus and the 

Empire of God that Jesus proclaims are similar to those by which Roman elites seek to create 

their empire: this is Matthew’s context, and he mimics, borrows, and imitates Rome’s ideological 

strategies at many points.  This purpose corresponds well with Mann’s observation about the 

ability of ancient salvation religions (such as Christianity) to transcend political, economic, and 

militarily-imposed boundaries: their use of ideological power is “the product of real social 

circumstances… [which] explains and reflects aspects of social life that existing dominant power 

institutions… do not explain and organize effectively.”
76

  As I will show throughout, Matthew 

suggests that although the power of Rome’s military seems overwhelming and inescapable at 

present, it will be ultimately judged, overthrown, and replaced by the empire created by God. 
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 Finally, military power “mobilizes violence, the most concentrated, if bluntest instrument 

of human power.”
77

  This is true during warfare, as seen in countless accounts of Roman battles 

against other peoples and nations,
78

 and as expressed in Augustus’ Res Gestae 26-32, which 

provides a list of nations conquered and ruled by Rome under the first emperor’s reign.  This 

same emphasis is seen in iconography throughout the empire, as at the Sebasteion in Aphrodisias 

in western Asia Minor, where 90 panels in carved relief represent the ethne (conquered nations) 

paying homage to the emperor along a long plaza, and the uppermost tier filled with images of 

the imperial family, dressed in military regalia, subduing various nations personified as captive 

women and men in ethnic dress.
79

  Violence can also be mobilized in peacetime, where its 

“highly concentrated” nature allows it to enforce “coerced labor,” such as slavery and corvée 

(labor owed to a political authority).
80

  The Roman army frequently made use of its soldiers to 

accomplish building projects (roads, bridges, aqueducts), equipping the legions with saws, 

baskets, picks and axes, straps, bill-hooks and chains.
81

  This work was intimately connected 

with the expansion of the empire.
82

  Romolo Staccioli writes: 

One need hardly point out that every one of these [empire-spanning] roads reflected the 

very history of Rome’s conquests; that the entire road system was the fruit of an organic, 

rational design, applied with method and perseverance, and the result of tremendous 
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effort; and that the existence of this very system, and its efficiency, were indispensable to 

the control, administration, and defense of an empire spanning three continents.
83

 

 

The building of these roads was a part of the larger monumental and public building program 

undertaken by the emperor Augustus and his successors in Rome and throughout the empire.  In 

20 BCE Augustus took the title of curator viarum (“curator of roads”), and designated the 

miliarium aureum (“golden milestone”), as the center and starting-point of all Roman roads.
84

  

The miliarium aureum was a stone column, similar to other Roman road markers found 

throughout the Empire, but clad in gold.
85

  It stood in the Forum near the Rostra, and served as 

the symbolic center of the highway system – a reminder of Roman power over lands near and 

far.
86

 

 Additionally, the legions served to enforce the system of slave labor endemic to Roman 

civilization.  Legions, allied troops, and local cohorts were employed during the Roman Republic 

to put down three major slave rebellions, the most famous of which is led by the Thracian and 

former gladiator Spartacus (73-71 BCE ).
87

  On another occasion, Julius Caesar records the 

distribution of enslaved Gauls after the battle of Alesia: one was given as praeda (“plunder, 
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spoils, booty”) to each victorious Roman soldier (Gallic War 7.89).
88

  This enforcement of 

slavery is also seen in the Arch of Titus, where Roman soldiers lead Jewish captives and spoils 

from the temple in a victory parade following the conclusion of the Jewish-Roman War in 70 

CE.
89

 

 

Figure 1.1. The Dying Galatian (Source: Musei Capitolini, http://www.museicapitolini.org) 
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Figure 1.2.  The Arch of Titus in Rome; inner relief showing spoils and captives from Jerusalem (Source: 

Bill Thayer, http://www.penelope.uchicago.edu) 

 

 

 Military authority was also involved in the system of angaria / avggarh,ion, a practice of 

requisitioning and forced assistance that compelled persons and animals to assist soldiers and 

government officials traveling through the provinces.  This system was widely abused and an 

ongoing source of friction between colonizer and colonized.  In Matthew 5:41, Jesus addresses 

this practice with subversive advice: when forced to go one mile, go a second one also.  I discuss 

this advice at length in Chapter 5. 

 For Mann, then, military power serves as one of four networks that created and 

maintained Roman Imperial society.  It is a blunt instrument of power; but also one that, properly 

applied, is extremely effective in times of war and peace.  Through the threat and/or application 
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of violence, the Roman military asserted power over foreign enemies, slaves, and rebellious 

allies.  Through the mobilization of labor, the Roman army also increased transportation and 

communication throughout the empire.  Each of these institutional roles served to uphold and 

entrench the interests of the elite Roman ruling class, which maintained its power through the 

growth and ongoing expansion of the Empire. 

 Mann adds depth to his analysis by further describing the various dimensions of social 

power, which he labels distributive and collective; extensive and intensive; authoritative and 

diffused.  Each of these, regardless of which of the four networks (ideological, economic, 

military, political) is under examination, provides another axis along which to view and analyze 

the use of power in social relationships.  Mann argues that distributive power is measured 

according to a fixed total, so that power relationships among various parties are a zero-sum gain, 

where the gains of one must result in the corresponding loss by the other, such as gains and 

losses of territory or treasure after military campaigns.  (This, along with the non-zero-sum gain, 

where both parties gain in a transaction, is a well-known formula for analysis among political 

scientists; Mann, however, is attempting something more sophisticated.)  Alongside of 

distributive power, collective power is exhibited when parties join together to enhance their 

capacity for action in relation to an outside force, including other people or nature.  Examples of 

this might include the creation of an army to defend a native region from hostile neighbors, 

development and procurement of military technology, or farmers sharing cultivation and 

irrigation techniques.  The relationship between distributive and collective power, Mann rightly 

points out, is interconnected: “In pursuit of their goals, humans enter into cooperative, collective 

power relations with one another.  But in implementing collective goals, social organization and 

a division of labor are set up.  Organization and division of function carry an inherent tendency 
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to distributive power, deriving from supervision and coordination.”
90

  In Rome, this can be seen 

from the early Republic (in which citizen-farmers also served as soldiers when called upon) to 

the late Republic and early Imperial period (when military service became increasingly a life-

long career in a standing army).  Mann notes that the organizations and social systems (such as 

oligarchies or imperial governments) that grow from increasing distributive and collective power 

often lead to social stratification; this observation is echoed by Gerhard Lenski, whose work on 

the structures of Roman society will be addressed below. 

 The second pair of axes in Mann’s model is extensive and intensive power.  These 

describe the organization of people across distance, and relate to geographic and territorial 

boundaries.  Extensive power measures the area over which people groups can be unified.  In 

other words, what are the limits beyond which a society’s power breaks down or is no longer 

strong enough to have influence?  Intensive power has to do with organizing people 

compellingly.  The greater a society’s intensive power, the higher degree of commitment and 

mobilization by its people.  Intensive power may be applied to either small or large numbers, and 

over territories of various sizes.
91

   

 One reason for the Roman Empire’s expansion and long duration was its effective use of 

its army to exert both extensive and intensive power.  Its legions provided control over recently 

conquered populations; through intimidation and the threat of renewed violence, the legions 

enforced the political will of the Roman Senate and Emperor.  At the same time, military service 

appealed to citizens’ patriotism by allowing them to defend their homes, while also increasing 

the power and glory of Rome.  The military also offered a means of integrating the lands and 

peoples of newly added provinces through the establishment of colonies of veterans, and the 
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Auxiliary Cohorts, which allied provincials with Roman power and offered a path toward 

citizenship for non-Roman allies and newly conquered natives.  

 The third group of terms is authoritative and diffused power.  Authoritative power 

“comprises definite command and conscious obedience,”
92

 including obedience to a king’s 

political dictates or a military officer’s commands.  Armies themselves also enforce authoritative 

power as a primary instrument of power of rulers over subject populations.  In contrast to 

authoritative power, diffused power is more organic, natural, and based on common self-interest 

among members of a social group.  The distributed nature of diffused power might include issues 

of morality or social norms, and may give rise to protests against injustice by authoritative power 

such as strikes or movements of social change.
93

  The types of actions (non-violent resistance; 

counter-narratives) that grow from diffused power are discussed at length by James Scott, whose 

work will be addressed below. 

 Mann’s framework highlights dimensions of military power.  Military power combines 

both intensive (groups organized with high commitment and mobilization) and authoritative 

(willingness to follow orders) power; in the case of the Roman Empire, this would also include 

extensive power (covering a large geographical area).
94

  His conclusion about the reach of 

military organization is that “military power is sociospatially dual: a concentrated core in which 

positive, coerced controls can be exercised, surrounded by an extensive penumbra in which 

terrorized populations will not normally step beyond certain niceties of compliance but whose 

behavior can normally be controlled.”
95

  This explains well the Roman system of client states, in 

which local elites were recruited as rulers allied with Roman political interests and backed by 
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Roman military power, usually based in adjacent Roman provinces, and able to move swiftly if 

required.
96

  In the case of Judea, Herod the Great came to power with the help of Roman 

patronage and soldiers loaned from neighboring Syria.
97

  After his death in 4 BCE, Herod’s sons 

Archelaus, Phillip, and Antiochus ruled portions of their father’s kingdom, with other portions 

devolving to direct Roman rule.
98

  Over time this situation deteriorated, until in 66 CE some of 

the “terrorized population” stepped beyond “niceties of compliance” and into outright rebellion.  

To conduct the war, the Emperor Nero gave Vespasian command of legions from both Syria and 

Egypt, as well as cavalry and allied forces.
99

  During the siege of Jerusalem in 70 CE, Titus 

received “abundant supplies of [barley] corn and other necessities from Syria and the adjoining 

provinces.”
100

  This ability to move soldiers and supplies quickly illustrates the ways that the 

Roman military was able to use authoritative, intensive, and extensive power: orders were given 

and followed to mobilize legions from hundreds of miles away, and to procure grain and supplies 

to support them for the duration of the campaign.  This power over resources was a significant 

advantage for the Roman military forces; it represented a corresponding disadvantage to local 

inhabitants of Judea (or wherever the army operated), especially when also considering the 

damage done to local property, crops, and people it sought to conquer and control.  

 Throughout this work, Mann’s sources of social power and his theories of social 

relationships will serve as the broad framework of my argument.  I am convinced that his four 
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interconnected networks of organization are helpful to understand both the Roman Empire’s 

military power and the gospel of Matthew’s portrayal of and negotiation with it.  

 

4. Social Stratification in Agrarian Empires 

 As helpful as Mann’s observations about the networks of power that constitute social 

relationships are, his focus is on the fundamental networks of society – which he identifies as 

political, economic, ideological, and military.  Mann’s four networks are useful in analyzing how 

different social groups grow and maintain their position in society, and theorizing how they 

might act in various situations.  What Mann does not press, however, is the important question of 

how ruling elites use these networks to secure their control of resources, land, and people.  

Gerhard Lenski’s discussion of agrarian empires examines who gets what, and why, focusing on 

the distribution of resources; most specifically for the discussion here, he examines how the 

military works to affect the transfer of resources into the hands of elite power holders such as 

Roman emperors and senators.
101

 

  Lenski argues that the Roman Empire is marked (as are other agrarian societies) by 

“social cleavage” – the increasing power of the state over that of the individual or family unit.
102
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This increasing power is expressed in the proprietary theory of state, in which a ruler (in first 

century CE Rome, the emperor) has extensive rights over the property in his/her realm.  These 

rights are used for the ruler and elite allies’ personal advantage, rather than for the good of the 

state or the whole population.
103

  The exercise of proprietary rights occurs through direct benefits 

from seized and/or crown-owned lands, and “through the collection of taxes, tribute money, 

rents, and services,” supplemented by “booty obtained through foreign conquest.”
104

  Lenski 

provides an example of the transfer and accumulation of wealth by the Roman dictator Sulla, 

who (eventually) defeated Mithradates the king of Pontus, and returned to Rome triumphant – 

and unbelievably rich through the captured wealth of the conquered kingdom.
105

  Similar 

observations may be made of Pompey, who conquered Syria and established a precedent of 

Roman dominance (although not direct rule) in Judaea in 63 BCE.  Pompey’s campaigns in the 

East resulted in his own enrichment; like Sulla he gained his wealth through military conquest, 

which was displayed at his triumphal procession in Rome in 61 BCE.
106

  Although neither 

                                                                                                                                                                           
and serfs, to build fortifications, or possessed enough wealth to hire the specialists required to build the new 

equipment like chariots and armor.” 
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aristocrat was a king per se, each is granted temporary unlimited military power (imperium) to 

fulfill the goals of the Roman Senate; these practices, in turn, laid the groundwork for the 

transformation of Rome from Republic to Empire, and its ongoing rule by a single individual 

with imperial power.  In his account in the Res Gestae 15-18, the Emperor Augustus describes in 

detail expenditures and gifts he made from his own wealth to the plebs, veterans, and public 

treasury on several occasions; he was able to do this because of his vast personal wealth amassed 

through conquest and land ownership as emperor.
107

 

 For my purposes, it is important to emphasize the role of the Roman military in assisting 

Roman aristocrats like Sulla, Pompey, and later emperors, to gain and increase their power, and 

exercise their capacity to rule.  This use of military personnel to affect the ongoing transfer of 

wealth to the elite is evident in Lenski’s descriptions of class relations in agrarian societies.  

These classes include rulers, retainers, merchants, priests, peasants, artisans, unclean/degraded, 

and expendables.  Lenski does not think of these class divisions as a simple layered hierarchy, 

one upon another, but writes instead that each class should be envisioned as distributed across a 

spectrum with some variation in numbers, wealth, power, and privilege within each group.  All 

however, are dominated by the ruling class (who comprise about 1% of the total population) 

assisted by their retainers, who control land (farming, mining, trade), government, and military 
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power.  These high level functionaries, who include the military, comprise another 5-6% of the 

population.
108

  The retainer class has one primary function in agrarian society: to serve the 

political elite – in return for which retainers are “separated from, and elevated above, the mass of 

common people, and to a limited degree shared in the economic surplus.”
109

  This surplus might 

include food staples, luxury goods, or coinage; the relation of each of these to the Roman legions 

in Syria will be discussed in the next chapter. 

 In relation to Lenski’s question of resource distribution (who gets what, and why?), the 

retainer class served the important function of “mediating relations between the governing class 

and the common people… [and] effecting the transfer of the economic surplus from the 

producers to the political elite.”
110

  In the Roman Empire, this includes provincial administrators, 

tax collectors, and soldiers, all of whom acted as intermediaries and as a buffer between elites 

and the much larger peasant class.  Due to their ongoing work of transferring economic goods to 

the elite from the general population, retainers both create resentment and absorb much of the 

resistance to elite rule.  As Lenski points out, “the retainers deflected much of the hostility and 

resentment which otherwise would have been directed at the political elite.  Peasants and other 

members of the lower orders could never be certain whether the difficulties they experienced 

were due to …the members of the retainer class with whom they interacted, or to those higher 

up.”
111

 This dynamic is encountered throughout Matthew’s gospel, where Jesus aligns himself 

with those who suffer from taxes imposed by kings, elite rulers, and their tax collectors (Matt 

5:43-48; 6:19-21, 24-34; 9:9-13; 17:24-27; 21:12-13; 22:15-22), and tells parables that show an 
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awareness of the economic disparity and inequalities of power endemic to agrarian societies 

(Matt 18:23-35; 20:1-16; 21:33-45; 22:1-14; 24:45-51; 25:14-30). 

 In agrarian empires, Lenski writes that it is necessary for the ruling class to pay special 

attention to the members of their retainer class – especially the military.  He observes that 

historically, 

whenever the governing class abdicated its military responsibilities and allowed 

the officer corps of the army to become dominated by professional soldiers up 

from the ranks, they created a dangerous situation for themselves.  Unless these 

individuals were highly rewarded, even perhaps to the point of admission to the 

governing class, they were likely to… seize control of the state.
112

 

   

This responsibility was taken seriously by Roman rulers so as to maintain control of the ruling 

system as Lenski describes.  In the first case, military command and governorships were reserved 

for members of the Roman elite, and young aristocratic males were encouraged to follow the 

cursus honorum, a path towards public life that included military command and administrative 

and political positions.
113

  Additionally, Roman emperors followed several practices to ensure 

loyalty among their soldiers, including giving donates (financial gifts) to the army on special 

occasions (such as accession to the throne and the emperor’s birthday), and promoting their best 

soldiers into the ranks of the centurionate, with commensurate pay raises and opportunities for 

further advancement towards the highest rank of primus pilus.
114

  Despite the intentional policies 

of emperors to maintain the loyalty of the Roman military, there were still occasions in which 

                                                      
112

 Lenski, Power and Privilege, 247. 
113

 For descriptions of the various stages, and on differing opportunities between Republican and Imperial periods, 

see Jo-Ann Shelton, “Magistrates,” and “Government in the Early Imperial Period,” As the Romans Did It: A 

Sourcebook (Oxford University Press, 1998), 207-11, 226-32.  For a discussion on how this applies at a provincial 

level, see Leonard Curchin’s chapter entitled “Career Progression: The Cursus Honorum,” in his book The Local 

Magistrates of Roman Spain (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990), 21-57.  See also Brian Campbell, “Who 

Were the 'Viri Militares'?” JRS 65 (1975): 11-31; R. Duthoy “The ‘Augustales’” ANRW 2.16 (1978): 1254-309. 
114

 See Graham Webster, The Roman Imperial Army of the First and Second Centuries A.D., 264-268; Michael 

Speidel, “The Pay of the Auxilia,” JRS 63 (1973): 141-47.  Donald C. MacKenzie, “Pay Differentials in the Early 

Empire,” The Classical World 76.5, (1983), 268-69, notes that the pay scale for a primus pilus is one hundred times 

that of the milite, an ordinary enlisted soldier, and allowed him to meet the property qualifications for enrollment in 

the ordo equestris, the lower rank of the elite in Roman society. 



42 

 

legions, using their well-practiced ability to conduct and threaten violence, deposed an emperor 

and crowned a new one they deemed more malleable to their interests – as in the case of the 

Praetorian Guard, who promoted the emperor Claudius to the throne in 41 CE.
115

 

 Another dimension of social cleavage in agrarian empires is the relationship between the 

military power of the peasant class and their rulers.  Lenski points to this dynamic as critical to 

the stability of the state, and indicative of the potential for limited upward or downward mobility 

among the peasant class, who make up approximately 20-25% of the population: “the greater the 

military importance of the peasant farmer, the better his economic and political situation tended 

to be, and conversely, the less his military importance, the poorer his economic and political 

situation.”
116

  In other words, when there are a large number of trained (and potentially armed) 

peasants – whether seasonal soldiers or veterans – rulers must pay them more respect, and 

respond to their economic and political concerns.  Likewise, when the military becomes more 

specialized, divorced from the common population, and dependent on the ruler for its identity, 

the motivation for a ruler to respond to peasants’ concerns decreases.  In Roman society, changes 

in recruitment and military equipment requirements that began in the Second Century BCE under 

the reforms of Gaius Marius were solidified by the First Century CE.
117

  From the time of 

Augustus onward, the relationship between army and emperor was exclusive, mutually 
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dependent, and mutually beneficial: military retainers assisted the ruler in maintaining his power, 

and reaped the rewards of the imperial system. 

  This dynamic corresponds with another feature of social stratification among peasant 

farmers, who are “highly ambivalent about their status in society,” and frequently show their 

willingness to resist the chaffing rule of their superiors.
118

  Lenski writes that these struggles are 

usually “nonviolent in character, at least on the peasants’ side… [and are] little more than 

attempts to evade taxes, rents, labor services, and other obligations, usually by concealment of a 

portion of the harvest, working slowly… and similar devices.”
119

  There are times, however, 

when the ruling class pushes too far, forcing peasants into banditry, violence and open revolt.
120

  

It was just such a revolt that erupted in Judea in 66 CE, in part after a series of provocations by 

the new Roman governor there.
121

 

 In relation to my argument concerning Matthean constructions of and negotiations with 

military power, Lenski adds helpful articulations to Mann’s discussions of social power.  The 

important question of who gets what, and why? provides an avenue through which to examine 

the dynamics of resource allocation, opportunities for advancement and upward or downward 

mobility, and the use of military forces (retainers) to maintain, enforce, and expand the imperial 

system for the benefit of emperors, senators, and local elites (ruling class).  The stratification of 
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agrarian empires provides insight into the deployment and use of military forces, such as those in 

the Roman province of Syria, which exacerbates gaps in wealth, and increases social cleavage 

between rulers and other classes in society. 

 

5. Constructions of Masculinity 

 Implicit in ways that ancient societies answer Lenski’s question of distribution systems is 

a set of assumptions about how male rulers and elite members of society must act as men in 

power.  In agrarian empires the proprietary theory of state leads to male-dominated hierarchies 

and kingship marked by domination over others; in the Roman Empire this is expressed through 

the political, economic, ideological, and military power of imperium, resting primarily with the 

emperor as princeps (“first, foremost”; i.e. leader) and primus inter pares (“first among equals”) 

– but devolving to elite males in the Senate and provinces through the cursus honorum, as well 

as to soldiers who lend their strength to uphold the emperor’s power over that of other elite men, 

and in turn gain material and status benefits from the imperial system.  The ways in which men 

wield power is not simply based on acquiring and employing resources (such as agriculture and 

metallurgy), as argued in Lenski’s approach, but also involves a complex process of social 

construction that provides a framework and reinforces a set of normative expectations for elite 

masculine behavior.   

 In an important study that examines the constructions of gender in the gospels, Colleen 

Conway observes that ancient masculinity, like other ideologies of power, is both performed and 

constructed.
122

  In the Roman Empire, these behaviors are crafted into a set of traits that Conway, 
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in a phrase first associated with R.W. Connell, calls hegemonic masculinity.
123

  These attributes 

are designed to produce and reproduce – through the rhetoric of domination, and the wielding of 

political, economic, ideological, and military power – social relationships of dominance and 

subordination.  Although only a small number of men may actually exercise or possess these 

dominant traits, others such as soldiers cooperate in creating and perpetuating a social system 

based on these values, from which they benefit by gaining access to social power.
124

  This is 

what Connell calls this the “patriarchal dividend,” from which “men gain a dividend from 

patriarchy in terms of honour, prestige, and the right to command…. [including] a material 

dividend” in the form of booty, wages, donatio, and land upon retirement.
125

  Conway rightly 

points out a problem for anyone studying the Roman Empire: the data is skewed towards elite 

males.  However, “the notion of hegemony suggests that, while the dominant ideology may be 

fully realized only in a small group of people, it is nevertheless supported in multiple ways by 

other, much larger groups.”
126

  For my purposes, support of this system of values is clearly seen 

in the example of the Roman military: tens of thousands of men spread throughout the empire, 

all of whom supported, reinforced, and embodied, in varying ways, the values and ideology of 

dominating Roman manhood. 

 Examples of hegemonic masculinity expressed in military dominance are seen throughout 

Roman history, and literary evidence for it is found in many different authors.  Julius Caesar 

(Civil Wars 3.91), for instance, tells of an evocatus (one called back to military service) named 
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Gaius Crastinus, a retired centurion, who is a vocal supporter of Caesar’s faction in the civil war.  

At the start of the Battle of Pharsalus, Crastinus calls to the soldiers under his command: “Follow 

me… you who have been my comrades, and give your commander [Caesar] your wonted loyal 

service.  This one battle alone remains; when it is over he will recover his dignity [dignitas] and 

we our liberty [libertas].”
127

  He then turns to Caesar and says, “Today, General [imperator], I 

will give you occasion to thank me alive or dead.”
128

   

 The values expressed in this speech (dignity, courage, liberty, command, domination) are 

reflections of the ideology of elite Roman maleness to which Conway refers.  Although they are 

spoken by a soldier who was once a common man, Crastinus who has risen through the 

hegemonic system to gain the highest rank of centurion (primus pilus) before his retirement, 

embodies them.  Caesar’s inclusion of such sentiments in his narrative (as well as Crastinus’ 

subsequent death in the battle, 3.92) affirms and reinforces these values of domination over 

people and territory, as well as serving as a narrative for Caesar’s own political purposes.
129

   

 Another example comes from the Jewish War, where Josephus authors an account of 

Titus’ (son of Vespasian, and himself a future emperor) speech to his cavalry before they engage 

a large host of defenders outside the walls of Tarichaeae (biblical Magdala): 

Our hands to this hour no nation in the habitable world has succeeded in escaping… If, 

alone of all the nations, we exercise ourselves in arms in peace-time, it is for this very 

object, that in war-time we need not contrast our numbers with those of our opponents…. 

Wars are not won by numbers, however efficient the soldiers, but by courage (avndrei,a), 

however few the men… The Jews are led on by audacity, temerity, and despair… we, by 

valor, discipline, and a heroism (avreth. kai. euvpei,qeia kai. to. gennai/on) which… in 

adversity also holds on to the last…. For myself, I believe that in this hour my father and 

I and you are all on our trial; it will be seen whether he is really worthy of his past 
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successes, whether I am worthy to be his son, and you to be my soldiers. (JW 3.472-

484):
130

 

 

This speech touches on many of the same themes of Roman manhood and valor as in the 

previous example.  Titus appeals to ideas of courage or “manliness” (avndrei,a), valor, self-

discipline, and heroism (gennai/oj: noble, illustrious).  Further, when referring to his father’s 

example, Titus is describing his own performance of these values, and is challenging his soldiers 

to do the same: this is how masculinity is constructed – by emulation and reinforced behavior in 

front of one’s male peers. 

 In discussing Roman masculinity, Craig Williams focuses on the exercise of “control and 

dominion, both of others and of oneself.”
131

  This is expressed in rhetoric of virtus (vir = man, 

thus: manliness, valor, and virtue) and imperium, “the rule or dominion that magistrates 

exercised over the Roman people, generals over their armies, the Roman people as a whole over 

their subjects, and Roman men over women and slaves.”
132

  This dominion, although it begins 

with self-mastery, and extends ultimately to foreign nations and peoples, who are “destined to 

submit to Rome’s masculine imperium” and are “inherently effeminate in their tastes for 

luxury… [This is] especially… [true of] Easterners.”
133

  Thus the assertion of virtus and 

imperium in and through military power asserts dominating social power, hierarchies of class (as 

in Mann and Lenski), and masculinity. 
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 While the imperatives of this system of behavior are clear, the performance of 

masculinity is not easy, and the dangers of falling into effeminacy (i.e. loss of control) are 

always present.  An example of the danger of losing one’s masculinity is recorded by Polybius 

(Hist. 21.38) from the period of Roman war in Galatia (189 BCE).  It is here that a Roman 

centurion rapes a captured woman named Chiomara, the wife of a Galatian chieftain, and then 

arranges her ransom for a sum of gold.
134

  When he brings the woman to the exchange, she 

exacts revenge by ordering her tribesman to kill the centurion while she distracts him, and then 

brings his head to her husband.  For Polybius and his Roman audience, the moral in this story is 

to reinforce the value of self-control: in the Roman ideology of masculinity / effeminacy, the 

centurion is enslaved to his passions of hedonism and greed (h`donh, kai, avrgu,rion avmaqh.j).  

When he commits rape and seeks to extort a ransom; he becomes soft and “womanly,” which 

leads to his unmanly death.  The woman, in contrast, displays “manly” courage and fortitude; in 

a perilous situation she finds a way to overcome her enemy and return to her family, victorious.  

This story, and others like it, illustrates Williams’ conclusion: “The difficulties in achieving and 

maintaining masculine status may well account for the tremendous importance placed on the 

notion of control in Roman ideologies of masculinity, just as the intensity of Roman men’s 

assertions of masculinity or of its absence may reflect the tenuousness and artificiality of a 

constructed identity in need of policing and control.”
135

  For soldiers and military action, then, 

this ideology prescribes how and why a man must act with courage, self-discipline, and under 

orders to effect domination, as well as where and when he may act with use of force and violence 

(in battle, enforcing imperium). 
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 Conway locates the texts of the New Testament in reciprocal relation to the ideology of 

hegemonic masculinity.  There is a “complex reciprocal relationship between text and context… 

[insofar as] texts take part in the construction of reality…. This means that the New Testament 

writings are both shaped and helped shape cultural expressions of masculinity, divinity, power, 

and authority.”
136

   In the Gospel of Matthew, the portrayal of Jesus is influenced by this 

dominant ideology in several ways.  Matthew’s narrative includes Jesus’ birth as the 

manifestation of God-on-earth (1:18-2:12);
137

 authoritative public speaking and teaching (7:28-

9);
138

 embodiment of royal self-control (11:29; 21:5);
139

 power over demons and diseases (4:24; 

8:1-17; 8:28-34; 9:18-34),
140

 apotheosis, which results in heavenly power and authority to rule 

and judge the nations (28:18-20),
141

 and eschatological return with authority to overturn and 

overrule all current Roman military power (Matt 24:27-31; 26:52-54, 64; 28:18).  These features 

– and the particular way that Matthew constructs his narrative – highlight Conway’s argument 

that the Gospel “draws on values of Greco-Roman masculinity ideology but articulates them 

through reliance on Hebrew scriptures and traditions.”
142

 

  Each of these aspects of Conway’s approach is relevant to my argument about Matthew’s 

portrayal of the Roman military insofar as Jesus mimics the role of Roman emperors and 
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generals, who successfully navigate the threat of death; destroy enemies; address soldiers 

(adlocutio); govern virtuously; receive adulation humbly; and are honored by the gods.  In this, 

Matthew reinscribes many of the values of hegemonic masculinity.
143

  This portrayal is 

especially evident in the Matt 26 – 28, the final scenes in Matthew’s narrative.  Here, although 

the Roman military seeks to emasculate and render Jesus effeminate by an execution (one 

reserved for slaves and foreigners) in which his body is pierced and shamefully displayed, Jesus’ 

virtus is not compromised.  Not only does he face his fate with courage (Matt 26:39, 42, 52-56; 

27:32-33), his resurrection reveals him as a revirilized ruler from heaven.  Further, Matthew 

completes the portrayal of Jesus’ manhood with scenes of eschatological violence.  Although 

Jesus refutes accusations that he leads men into armed conflict (26:55-56; 27:11), Matthew also 

clearly pictures Jesus as the eschatological Son of Man, who returns from heaven with legions of 

angels to judge and punish Roman domination and reward the righteous (24:29-31; 25:31-46; 

26:52-56, 64). 

 There is one point at which I disagree with Conway’s reading of Matthew, but which may 

in fact reinforce her larger thesis.  In a section entitled “The Matthean Jesus and Marginal 

Masculinities,” Conway argues that several texts in the gospel complicate and undercut the 

notion that Jesus is a typical Greco-Roman male.
144

  When Jesus teaches that the “Son of Man 

has nowhere to lay his head” (8:20) and has come “to set a man against his father, and a daughter 

against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law” (10:35), Conway views 

this as a repudiation of traditional family values, and a “renunciation of traditional social 
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structures.”
145

  Instead, she connects Jesus’ teaching to that of “hypermasculine” ascetic 

philosophers, “who go to great lengths in the practice of self-mastery” and “advocate an 

alternative masculinity… [but] not a type… that stood at the center of the empire.”
146

 

 My response to Conway’s argument is that reframing these elements of the Matthean 

narrative with an eye to military aspects of the text reveals not a marginal masculinity, but one 

which is fully centered in the values of the Roman Empire.  From this perspective, Jesus is seen 

as a commander on campaign, with authority over disciples who are ordered to expand God’s 

Empire, as in Matthew 10:1; 12:1-8; and 28:18-20.
147

  When viewed through the lens of the 

social relationships of Roman soldiers (discussed in chapter 3), disciples who do not marry and 

are eunuchs (i.e. celibate) for God’s Empire (Matt 19:10-12) may be compared to soldiers who 

have taken the oath of service, leave home, may not marry, and strive for self-mastery and 

victory on the battlefield.  Expanding on Conway’s insight that these values are articulated 

through Hebrew scriptural models, the gospel compares Jesus and his disciples to David and his 

war-band (1 Sam 21:1-9), all of whom have taken a vow of celibacy and dedication to God – and 

will keep it for the duration of the campaign or mission.
148

  The comparison is evident in two 

additional parallels.  First, in 12:2-4, Matthew’s Jesus compares himself explicitly to David (1 

Sam 21:1-4) when his disciples pluck grain on the Sabbath.  Second, the claims of kingship in 

Jesus’ statement regarding “not peace but a sword” (Matt 10:34) may be found in this same 

passage at 1 Samuel 21:8-9, when David claims the sword of Goliath from its place in the shrine 

at Nob.  Elsewhere, Jesus compares his disciples to John the Baptist: John is not unmanly like 
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those who wear “soft/effeminate robes” (malako,j) and live in “royal palaces” (Matt 11:8),
 149

 yet 

“the least in the Kingdom of Heaven is greater than he” (Matt 11:11). For these reasons, I do not 

believe that Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus’ asceticism is marginal, but, in military key, is central 

to the values of masculinity.  He is concerned with self-mastery – not as an ascetic, but as a 

Roman general or a Davidic king: he has authority to go through the countryside, confronting 

opponents and casting out evil spirits, and reclaiming the land as the Kingdom of God. 

 Conway’s argument about the performance of gender and hegemony, and William’s 

examination of the nature of Roman masculinity contributes in several ways to this study.  The 

presence of this gender ideology of dominance identifies a key aspect of social relationships of 

dominance and subordination, especially within Roman Syria, and within and outside of the 

Roman military.  It will, in part, reveal potential motivations for, and rewards or benefits from, 

the cooperation of many subordinate men in the maintenance of the hegemonic (imperial) 

system.   Finally, it corresponds with Mann’s insights about ideological power as the means by 

which Matthew promotes and supports his community.  How Matthew does or does not deal with 

the dominant forms of masculinity in his portrayal of Jesus will be important in this study – 

especially as it relates to Matthew’s construction of and negotiation with Roman military power. 

 

6. Competition, Violence, and Social Boundaries 

 Thus far I have employed several theories of social relationships which frame Matthew’s 

context, text, and message.  Mann has identified the networks of political, economic, ideological, 

and military power which worked through a combination of intensive, authoritative, and 

extensive social power to contribute to an expanding Roman Empire.  Under the control of a 
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small ruling class, Rome’s military network extended its control over people, resources, and 

territories by mobilizing violence for warfare, population control (borders, policing, slavery), and 

extending the ideological vision of the Empire. 

 Lenski looks at distributive systems, which promote technological advances, acquisition 

of land, and control of labor to resources to elites.  One such system is the Roman military, 

whose development leads to hierarchies of rulers and ruled, growth of territory and population, 

urbanization, and chronic warfare.  This is sustained by a proprietary theory of state (in which 

the Emperor “owns” the Empire) and a retainer class (including the military) that upholds the 

ruler and benefits from the system.   

 Conway and Williams discuss the construction of masculinity through the Roman values 

of imperium and virtus, which produce and reinforce behaviors associated with dominant 

masculinity and subordinate effeminacy.  This hegemonic masculinity is often expressed through 

military prowess and subordination of conquered peoples.  In Matthew, these values are 

articulated through Hebrew scriptures and traditions, but nonetheless share assumptions with and 

participate in the construction of masculinity (discipleship in God’s Empire) in a variety of ways. 

 In order to further understand how the military fits into Roman society as a whole, it is 

important to view the role of violence on a continuum of behavior that includes a variety of 

incidents less serious (such as slapping, shoving, or punching) on one end to the most serious 

(full scale armed warfare by Roman forces) on the other.  The fact of violence, although difficult 

(perhaps impossible) to quantify in Roman society,
150

 will influence expectations about soldiers’ 

and civilians’ behavior, as well as the purpose and goal of such acts on others.  Several scholars 

have noted the ample evidence for casual and off-hand violence between members of society 
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outside the military, including personal affronts (such as slapping, shoving, punching), 

group/gang fighting, street brawls, riots, murder, and political assassination.  The perpetuation of 

this violence is frequently between parties of unequal status.  Thus, a master beating a slave, a 

tutor striking a student, a male attacking a female – or soldiers fighting the army of a foreign 

people to subjugate them – are all examples of Romans treating their social inferiors (whether 

based on age, gender, status, or foreignness) violently.
151

   

 Before discussing this interpersonal violence further, I note that violent behavior on a 

societal level is institutionalized by the empire’s elite to enforce its political and ideological 

hierarchies.  Garrett Fagan describes three ways in which this institutionalization occurs: 

spectacular violence (the arena, where slaves and freedmen fought beasts and each other in 

contests); judicial violence (where torture was commonplace as an interrogation technique, 

especially against slaves, and as a punishment); and magisterial violence (in which ruling 

officials used violence to compel obedience, especially of provincials and those of the lower 

orders).
152

  These last two areas, especially, involve the Roman military in policing actions 

throughout the empire.
153

  In Jerusalem, soldiers are stationed in and around the Temple during 

festivals to keep the peace by means of crowd control, arrest of agitators, or public punishment 

and execution (Josephus, JW 2.224-227; Matt 27:27-38; Acts 21:27-35; 22:22-29). 

 With the institutionalization of social violence, as well as the threat of warfare, in mind, it 

may come as no surprise to note that non-military groups in Roman society used violence to 
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attain their ends.  In an article that parallels his longer work on ancient Syrian identity,
154

 

Nathanael Andrade examines the role of violence in the Roman province of Syria.  Like Conway 

on the topic of gender formation, Andrade argues that violence is a “form of citizen 

performance” with the social function of creating boundaries and strengthening differences 

between groups.
155

  He writes: 

Violence is in itself a ritualized action that not only sharpens social boundaries 

between discrete groups but also actually produces, stages, and replicates groups 

that otherwise might not have necessarily existed or coalesced in a coherent way.  

If the goal of violence is not total annihilation, it serves as a model of 

performance and communication that generates differentiated groups and 

establishes relationships between them by both reenacting and perpetuating 

narratives of conflict.
156

 

 

 In greater Syria, the performance of violence heightens differences between Greek and 

Jewish residents, while also enabling each community “to cohere around common cultural 

markers and practices while obscuring points of difference” within their group.
157

  Andrade notes 

numerous occasions at which outbreaks of violence (riots, property destruction, injury, loss of 

life) occur between Greeks and Jews in Syria.  The catalyst for these acts was often a religious 

site or practice, which were obvious markers of and vehicles for the construction and 

performance of ethnic and religious identity across the province.  In Caesarea, Jews and Greeks 

contested for control of the city’s government, and Greeks desecrated the Sabbath on the street 

outside a local synagogue (Josephus, JW 2.266; 284-292; Ant. 20.173).  In Iamnia (Jamnia), 

Greeks set up an illegal altar honoring the emperor to provoke Jewish residents; they tore it down 
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and appealed to the Roman governor, who arrested the Greek provocateurs (Philo, Gaius 200-

203).   

 The acts of violence so noted are limited in scope and scale, but increase in intensity and 

magnitude in the period leading up to outbreak of rebellion and war in 66 CE.
158

  This violence 

culminates on the eve of the Jewish-Roman war, when Josephus describes how the Greek 

residents of Caesarea massacred (avnaire,w) upwards of 20,000 Jewish residents of the city, with 

the survivors captured and sold as slaves (JW 2.457; 7.361-368).  This provoked a reprisal by 

groups of Jews against Greeks in Syrian villages and the cities of Philadelphia, Gerasa, Pella, 

Scythopolis, Gadara, Hippos, Gaulanitis, and others (JW 2.458-9).  In response, Greeks attacked 

their Jewish neighbors and fellow citizens throughout Syria: “the whole of Syria was a scene of 

frightful disorder; every city was divided into two camps… for they would then with impunity 

plunder (diarpa,zw) the property of their victims and transfer it to their own homes, as from a 

battlefield (para,taxij), the spoils of the slain.”
159

  These events provide another opportunity for 

Josephus to describe the horrors of war and civic violence: “cities choked with unburied 

corpses…the whole province full of indescribable horrors”.
160

  Andrade’s contention regarding 

this account is that the murder of Jews in Caesarea was an assertion of Greek claims to 

ownership of social space in the city.
161

  Likewise, it shows how violence solidified and 

hardened social boundaries and identities, distinguishing Greek communities and Jewish 

communities, due to increasing anger and the resulting mistrust during and following the 

violence.   
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 Mistrust between communities is part of Warren Carter’s examination of the relationship 

between members of a synagogue and the Matthean community, perhaps in Antioch, during the 

late first century when the gospel was written.  Carter identifies the “horizontal verbal violence” 

between Matthew’s Jesus and leaders of the synagogue evident in the Gospel
162

 as characteristic 

of groups seeking to negotiate imperial power: “horizontal conflicts are common where vertical 

pressure is exerted.”
163

  This perspective is informed by the insights of Frantz Fanon, discussed 

at length below, who writes about the “muscular tension of the colonized [that] periodically 

erupts into bloody fighting between tribes, clans, and individuals.”
164

  This violence is a 

predictable feature of an imperial society in which local autonomy and identity are continually 

constrained and controlled by vertical imperial power.  As Carter notes:  

horizontal violence occurs as oppressed groups in negotiating imperial power substitute 

attacks on other oppressed groups for direct confrontation with the oppressor.  Lashing 

out against similarly oppressed groups is a safer option.  Horizontal violence thus attests 

the restricting pressure of overwhelming imperial power, its imitation, and its 

engagement by avoidance and attacks on substitute groups.
165

 

Although Matthew evidences predominantly verbal violence,
166

 the hostility between Greeks and 

Jews living under Roman control in Syria I have noted could turn physical and deadly.  

Wherever the performance of social violence fell on the spectrum of violence, when groups and 

individuals competed with and among each other, seeking space for their own survival, they 

negotiated and replicated the violence that marks the imperial structures that were the source of 

much of their powerlessness. 
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   In addition to the incidents of violence highlighted by Andrade that took place before the 

Jewish-Roman War, I also point out another series of events that took place in Antioch in the 

war’s aftermath.
167

  Josephus (JW 7.41-62) tells how Jewish citizens suffered from violence at 

the hands of a Greek and Roman mob of their fellow citizens, resulting in an unknown number 

killed in the theater and the streets.  This violence began with the actions of Antiochus (the son 

of a Jewish city leader), who sought to curry favor with the Greeks by accusing the members of 

his own community of treason.  He obtained the help of Roman soldiers, who compelled Jewish 

residents of Antioch to abandon the Mosaic Law (Sabbath observance) for a time; this rule was 

also enforced in other places nearby (JW 7.52).
168

  Antiochene Jews were also blamed for 

planning and starting a fire that burned part of the city (JW 7.55-57), until they were exonerated 

after the facts of the arson were confirmed (JW 7.58-62).  These social conflicts provide a 

counterpoint to violent events prior to the war, and illustrate Andrade’s argument in another way.  

If acts of violence solidify group identity within the empire during the antebellum period, the 

same is true in the time that follows.  Here, residents of Antioch sought to prove their loyalty to 

the new Flavian regime by reducing ethnic differences and forcing their Jewish neighbors to 

adhere to non-Jewish practices; this was enforced through mob violence and the threat of further 

violence by Roman soldiers.  It is likely that the catalyst for the events in Antioch was 

heightened animosity and/or anxiety among citizens due to the recent war, but the scope of such 

events (before-during-after the fighting) reveals how a continuum of violence was part of 

ongoing social tensions amongst the residents of the province’s capital city negotiating the 

pressure of imperial rule. 
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 This seemingly endemic violence in Roman social relations is also seen in Matthew’s 

constructions of military power.  On the one hand, Matthew’s Jesus notes the normality of how 

“the kingdom suffers violence and the violent take it by force” (Matt 11:12) and the need for 

non-violent resistance to interpersonal violence and military coercion (Matt 5:38-41; 26:52) 

because the righteous are persecuted (5:9-11; 10:16-23). Jesus weeps over the murderous 

violence that is done to prophets in Jerusalem (Matt 23:37-39), and he prays that it will not 

happen to him (26:36-46).  Imperially allied rulers resort to violence, such as when Herod 

murders infants in Bethlehem (Matt 2:16), Antipas imprisons and murders John the Baptist 

(14:1-12), and the chief priests and elders cooperate with Pilate to arrest, torture, and crucify 

Jesus (26:47-56; 27:27-50).  Each of these episodes highlights the imbalance of social and 

political power between elite rulers backed by the Roman military and the majority of common 

people, who Matthew indicates must conform or suffer brutal consequences.  On the other hand, 

Matthew’s Jesus also tells parables in which God is characterized as imitating these same rulers 

– as an angry lord who will hand over to the torturers (basani,stej) those slaves who do not obey 

(18:34-35), or a king who kills subjects who refuse his invitation (22:7) and a non-conforming 

wedding guest (22:11-4).
169

  Likewise, John the Baptist and Jesus use violent language to teach, 

rebuke, or threaten eschatological judgment against those who do not repent (Matt 3:10-12; 7:19; 

8:12; 10:15, 28, 34-36; 13:30, 41-42; 21:33-45; 22:1-14; 24:1-31; 25:41, 46).   

 All of these varied appearances of violent behavior and rhetoric in Matthew are indicative 

of both the insidious ways that violence is expressed in Matthew’s Roman society and the 

multifaceted ways in which the gospel seeks to negotiate with and sometimes to make use of it.  

Thus, Matthew uses violent themes and imagery, including military violence, to construct his 
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own group’s identity – and although Jesus promotes a non-violent approach to life in the Roman 

empire, the endemic violence of Roman society is not removed or alleviated, but displaced into 

verbal attacks on the Jewish chief priests, scribes, and Pharisees, and transferred to an 

eschatological timeframe in which God’s violence overpowers all, and is in fact the means by 

which the nations are judged and justice is found for the righteous. 

 

7. Public and Hidden Transcripts 

 Thus far my discussion has emphasized broad structures and expressions of power that 

are designed to uphold the imperial system and keep its elite rulers in power.  If Lenski’s 

percentages hold true, the ruling class and their retainers make up no more than 6-7% of the total 

population,
170

 while those whom Lenski calls merchants, artisans, peasant farmers, unclean, and 

expendables make up the rest of the population – with peasant farmers the largest majority 

overall.
171

  Others have also attempted estimates that intersect with and complement Lenski’s 

model, based on economic calculations.  In an important study, Steven Friesen devises a Poverty 

Scale with seven gradations that seeks to describe the economic status of different segments of 

the Roman population.
172

  Friesen’s uppermost three groups – imperial, regional, and municipal 

elites – comprise 2.8% of the population; three mid-range groups comprise two-thirds of total: 

moderate surplus (around 7%), stable near subsistence (around 22%), at subsistence (40%); the 

lowest group is below subsistence, comprising 28%.  In another study, Bruce Longenecker 

interacts with Lenski and the joint work of Friesen and Walter Scheidel,
173

 and argues that in 

Roman urban areas the imperial, provincial, and municipal elite comprise 3% of the population; 
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those with a moderate surplus comprise 15%; those stable and above subsistence level comprise 

27%; those at subsistence 30%; and those below subsistence 25% of the total (See Table 1).
174

  

This is, Longenecker writes, because of: “the acquisitive character of power in advanced agrarian 

societies… with the elite being well-placed to use their power to acquire the resources of 

others.”
175

  These figures (for Lenski: 93-94%; for Friesen and Longenecker: 97%) point directly 

to a segment of Roman society that I have thus far not explicitly discussed, namely the vast 

majority of the population. 

 

 

 

 These people – non-elite Romans – are often underrepresented in literary and 

archaeological evidence, making it difficult for scholars to assess their presence and perspective.  

Yet it is their capacity to resist domination, negotiate imperial structures, and assert their 

perspectives and needs that is vital to having a more complete picture of Roman society.  To 
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Table 2.1 

Economic Status in Roman Empire: Comparing Friesen and Longenecker 

      Friesen   Longenecker 

Elite (Imperial, Regional, Municipal)  2.8%   3% 

Moderate Surplus    7%   15% 

Stable Near / Above Subsistence   22%   27% 

At Subsistence     40%   30% 

Below Subsistence    28%   25% 
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describe more clearly how subordinate groups engage in social performance in an imperial 

society, I turn now to James Scott, and his notion of public and hidden transcripts.
176

 

 For Scott, the outward form of social performance is public transcripts, social 

interactions that take place “on stage” in the public arena, which are comprised of “the open 

interaction between subordinates and those who dominate.”
177

  These interactions function to 

symbolize elite “domination by demonstrations and enactments of power,” and include such 

things as non-elite obedience to direct commands, acts of deference, lists and ranking, 

participation in ceremonial rituals, public punishments, and the use of titles, honorifics, or 

derogatory terms.
178

  Subordinate acquiescence to displays and rituals are an important part of 

the public transcript, including such events as royal court or enthronement rituals, military 

parades, and state-sponsored public displays of religion.  The content of the public transcript is 

controlled by the rulers, whose appeal to a variety of authorities (divine, rational/natural 

knowledge, historical traditions) sanctions and provides warrant for their continued rule and 

power, representing it as the natural or divinely ordained arrangement of social interactions. 

  Josephus describes a series of events in the months following the conclusion of the 

Jewish-Roman War that illustrate how the public transcript is enacted by rituals and displays of 

power.  After the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE, Titus (the victorious general) embarked on a tour of 

the region accompanied by two of his legions from the recent war.  This show of strength was 

also an opportunity for citizens to pledge their allegiance to the new emperor, Titus’ father 
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Vespasian, who had just taken power after a short civil war in the previous year.
179

  Titus and his 

soldiers marched from Jerusalem to Caesarea, where Titus celebrated his brother Domitian’s 

birthday “with great splendor, reserving in his honor for this festival… punishment of his Jewish 

captives… [by] wild beasts or [fighting] with one another or in the flames” (JW 7.37).
180

  Twenty 

five hundred prisoners were killed.  Titus next marched north along the coast to Berytus, where 

he celebrated his father Vespasian’s birthday, “displaying still greater magnificence… in the 

costliness of the spectacles… Multitudes of captives perished in the same manner as before” (JW 

7.39).
181

  The procession continued to Antioch, where the citizens streamed to the roads outside 

the city gates to greet him (JW 7.100-101).  After a trip to Zeugma, an important military base on 

the eastern border of the province, where he received emissaries from the Parthian king, Titus 

returned to the capital, Antioch.  Here, the senate and people (boulh, kai. dh,moj) of Antioch  

acclaimed Titus and gave him accolades in the theater (JW 7.105-107), pressing him to expel the 

Jewish citizens and change their legal status within the city – which Titus refused to do (JW 

7.108-111) (discussed above, in “Competition, Violence, and Social Boundaries”).  He then 

returned to the ruins of Jerusalem, before continuing on to Egypt, and sailing for Rome to join 

Vespasian and Domitian in a triumphal parade through the city.  According to Josephus, “it is 

impossible to adequately describe the multitude of those spectacles and their magnificence… 

whether in works of art or diversity of riches or natural rarities… by their collective display on 

that day displayed the majesty of the Roman Empire” (JW 7.132-133). 
182

  Josephus 

subsequently describes at length the triumph in Rome, which included soldiers, moving stages 

with painted scenes from the recent war, treasure (including a golden table and candelabra from 
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the Temple), captives, and the new imperial family (JW 7.116-157).
183

  This public transcript 

was an important performance and display of elite-shaped dominating, masculine, and imperial 

power for Vespasian, Titus, and Domitian – all of whom would rule as emperors over Rome.  It 

formalized their rule, summoned people to participate in supporting their new dynasty, set non-

elite people in their subordinate place, and reminded them graphically of what happened to those 

who opposed and rebelled against Roman rule.
184

 

 Regarding these displays of the public transcript or elite societal construction, Scott 

writes that “some… are more elaborate and closely regulated than others.  This seems 

particularly the case with any venerable institution whose claim to recognition and domination 

rests in large part on its continuous and faithful link to the past.”
185

  In Rome, this conscious 

appeal to tradition by the emperors was utilized by Augustus, who, as primus inter pares (“first 

among equals”), gave constant deference to the forms and traditions of the Roman Senate, even 

as he wielded and consolidated his own imperial power.
186

  Josephus makes sure to point out 

how each detail (clothing, prayers, sacrifices, acts) of Vespasian and Titus’ triumphal procession 

was “customary” (JW 7.129, 153, 156).  And it is events like these that demonstrate how the 

effective deployment of rituals and displays of power (both large and small) “may, by conveying 

the impression of actual power and the will to use it, economize on the actual use of violence.”
187
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 For those who are not in power (most of the population of the empire), participation in 

public acts of deference and compliance toward authorities that make up the public transcript are 

a necessary survival skill: the “daily ceremonies we call etiquette or politeness… [make up] a 

grammar of social intercourse… which allows its users to safely navigate the shoals of strangers 

– especially powerful strangers… when a failure to observe the rules of politeness is taken as an 

act of insubordination.”
188

  Scott argues that performance of the public transcript is always acted 

out behind a mask; regardless of adherence to proper forms, it is “an indifferent guide to the 

opinions of the subordinates.”
189

  That is, participation in these rituals does not tell the whole 

story as to how the powerless negotiate their relationship with the powerful.  Their involvement 

is coded – not to be taken at face value.  Among subordinates, Scott writes, public transcripts are 

accompanied by disguise and surveillance: these are the tools by which to gauge and evaluate the 

moods and intentions of power holders in every situation.
190

  The ambivalence of subordinates is 

often palpable: when the powerful suspect that the public transcript is “only” a performance 

aimed at mollifying them, they begin to mistrust the words and deeds of their subordinates.  Yet, 

although “the dominant never control the stage completely… their wishes normally prevail.”
191

   

 In contrast to public transcripts, hidden transcripts are discourse that takes place “off 

stage” and away from direct observation by the powerful.
192

  They require a safe place out of the 

gaze of the powerful, and a spokesperson to articulate a different oppositional view of reality.  

They are “discursive” insofar as they include “speeches, gestures, and practices that confirm, 
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contradict, or inflect what appears in the public transcript.”
193

  The purpose of a hidden transcript 

is to bolster the personhood, dignity, and self-esteem of the subordinate, and address with an 

alternative narrative the “insults and slights… the kinds of indignities the exercise of power 

routinely produces.”
194

  These indignities include “the appropriation of labor, public humiliation, 

whippings, rapes, slaps, leers, contempt, ritual denigration… [and] the abuse of one’s child or 

spouse.”
195

  The hidden transcript is not simply a “relief valve” that enables subordinate people 

to shrug off and suppress their humiliation, although it may ensure survival by helping to 

mitigate anger and rage.
196

  Instead, the hidden transcript increases pressure on the social system 

insofar as it sustains resistance to domination by providing a narrative and codes of conduct that 

strengthen subordinate resistance.
197

  According to Scott, the narrative of a hidden transcript can 

take a variety of forms, but often includes fantasies of retributive justice and revenge, ritual 

cursing of oppressors, cosmic or divine judgment and millennial religion in which the wholesale 

transformation of society is envisioned.
198

  Likewise, the enactment of the hidden transcript 

“does not contain only speech acts but a whole range of practices” such as “poaching, pilfering, 

clandestine tax evasion, and intentionally shabby work for the landlords.”
199

   

 In the gospel of Matthew, the presence of hidden transcripts is likely glimpsed in several 

eschatological passages in which a vision of divine retribution is enacted on those who oppose 

Jesus’ message and teaching.  These passages include parables such as the wicked tenants (Matt 

21:33-46); a harsh overseer (Matt 24:45-51); a wedding banquet (Matt 22:1-14); and the use of 

talents (Matt 25:14-30).  In each case, God is pictured as the ruler or power holder who is able to 
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act with violence, punishing servants who usurp the king/master’s prerogative by enacting 

violence, not showing proper deference towards the lord’s generosity.  It is possible to read these 

parables in the political and economic context of empire that is populated with powerful rulers, 

lavish wealth, common workers, slaves, and state-sanctioned violence.  But I believe that they 

must also be read with an understanding of hidden transcripts of resistance that are likely present 

among the common people in Matthew’s audiences – a transcript which mimics the tropes of 

imperial power and replicates the same imperial practices of domination, even while 

undermining them with visions of their destruction, and appeals to a more powerful divinity.    

 In addition to these rhetorical examples of a hidden transcript, examples of resistant 

action may also be seen in Matthew’s portrayal of social conflict between Jesus, his followers, 

and the elite leaders of the Jewish people.  This depiction includes Jesus’ advice on how to deal 

with coercion and interpersonal violence through non-violent resistance that unmasks the 

injustice of the public transcript of deference to the powerful (Matt 5:38-42); Jesus’ practice of 

healing and inclusion that contradicts social norms about Sabbath and interaction with “sinners” 

(Matt 9:2-13; 12:1-8); and the mission of the twelve disciples, who are directed to enact an 

alternate community (the Empire of God) with healing of disease, exorcism of demons, and 

cooperative economic relations (Matt 10:5-15).  Matthew 12:22-32 is another text in which many 

of the elements of a hidden transcript appear: the crowds acclaim Jesus as an heir to royal 

traditions (v.23); the Pharisees dismiss him as demon-possessed (v.24); Jesus is able to gauge the 

mood and thoughts of the dominant (v.25), while offering a critique of them that is wrapped in 

divine judgment (v.25b-30) and a vision of a millennial age (v.31-32).   Toward the end of the 

gospel, the Pharisees and Herodians assert that Jesus is acting in breach of the public transcript 

by encouraging his followers not to pay taxes, and thus dishonoring the emperor (Matt 22:15-
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22). Jesus uses deferential but evasive language to escape their snare, but his continued challenge 

of their authority (Matt 21:12-17; 23:1-36) leads them to formulate a more subtle but effective 

plan (Matt 26:1-5, 14-16).  Their accusations to Pilate follow along the same trajectory: Jesus’ 

actions show that he is a pretender king who challenges the rule of Rome (Matt 26:51; 27:11-13, 

27-31, 37-38).   

 These examples hint at how Matthew’s gospel constructs an alternate narrative to the 

dominant public transcript of the Roman elite and its allies.  Matthew’s version of social 

relationships and events is conversant with the dominant narrative and power; however, it 

illustrates Scott’s depiction of imperial life: “what may develop under such circumstances is 

virtually a dual culture: the official culture filled with bright euphemisms, silences, and 

platitudes and an unofficial culture that has its own history, its own literature and poetry, its own 

biting slang…music…humor, [and] its own knowledge of shortages, corruption, and inequalities 

that may… be widely known but may not be introduced into public discourse.”
200

  This 

alternative and hidden narrative is necessary for the non-elite, because their performance of 

various ambivalent, disguised, and self-protective acts that make up such transcripts are forms of 

resistance to an imperial system that is not designed for their benefit, but in which they must live 

and find ways to survive.   

 For the subordinate, hidden transcripts provide a subtle way to encode resistance and self-

preservation, yet enactments of such transcripts always risks exposure and direct response by 

those in power.  This resistance to elite power takes place in a middle ground between 

compliance and open revolt, and only occasionally bursts onto the stage in full view.  Scott 

observes that when the hidden transcript is exposed – when subordinates take their masks off to 

let the powerful know their true opinions about the imbalance of social power: “The first open 
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statement of a hidden transcript, a declaration that breaches the etiquette of power relations, that 

breaks an apparently calm surface of silence and consent, carries the force of a symbolic 

declaration of war.”
201

   

 An example of this exposure of the hidden transcript is recorded by Josephus (JW 2.293-

5), who writes how residents of Jerusalem, protesting against Florus’ action to remove seventeen 

talents of gold from the Temple, took up a collection of copper coins for the “beggar” governor, 

while publically complaining and insulting him.
202

  In response, the governor ordered a large 

military force to Jerusalem.  Representatives from Jerusalem, “anxious to forestall and make him 

ashamed of his intention, [go] to meet the troops with acclamations,” and prepared “to give 

Florus an obsequious reception (qerapeutikw/j evkde,cesqai pareskeua,sato).”
203

   The purpose of 

this delegation was to de-escalate the situation and affirms the public transcript of loyal 

cooperation with the Empire.  Florus’ response, however, showed he was aware of the people’s 

true feelings and did not trust their public displays of submission: the governor sent a centurion 

with fifty cavalry and a message, “not to mock with this show of cordiality one whom they had 

so grossly abused; if they were courageous… they ought to jeer at him in his very presence and 

to show their love of liberty not only in words but with arms in hand” (JW 2.298-300).  As Scott 

notes, the powerful may not wholly control the stage – but in this case Florus has the military 

power to enforce his threat.  After a tribunal in which his authority was still resisted (city leaders 

will not hand over those who mocked the governor), Florus sent soldiers into the city to carry out 

collective punishment – they “plundered” the upper agora and houses in the surrounding 
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neighborhood, killing many citizens, and brought others to be scourged and crucified (JW 2.305-

8).  This was a sharp and bloody lesson in the reassertion of the public transcript of imperial 

power that, if not obeyed, was enforced through military violence. 

 The role of the military among non-elite segments of the population is, however, 

complicated.  Although they frequently enforced the will of the elite and participated in 

constructing imperial society, recruitment of the Roman soldier was not from elite groups, but 

from the peasant farmers and common men of the cities, and their economic status was in 

keeping with the majority of the population (as I discuss in Chapter 3).  For this reason there 

were times when legionaries resisted – and even mutinied – over what they perceived as unjust 

treatment at the hands of their superiors, and were duly punished by the elite who continually 

controlled and outflanked them.  One example of this is given by Tacitus, who describes a 

mutiny among the Pannonian legions at the accession of Tiberius in 14 CE, which he 

characterizes as a loss of manly virtue (Ann. 1.16): “The ranks grew insubordinate and 

quarrelsome… became eager, in short, for luxury and ease, disdainful of discipline and work.”  It 

also had an economic component, which Tacitus (Ann. 1:17) acknowledges in the complaints of 

the soldiers, who characterize themselves as: 

white-haired men, many of whom had lost a limb by wounds, …making their thirtieth or 

fortieth campaign…. And suppose that a man survived this multitude of hazards: he was 

dragged once more to the ends of the earth to receive under the name of ‘farm’ some 

swampy morass or barren mountain-side.  In fact, the whole trade of war was comfortless 

and profitless: ten asses a day was the assessment of body and soul: with that they had to 

buy clothes, weapons, and tents, bribe the bullying centurion and purchase a respite from 

duty!
204
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For Tacitus, the lesson of these events is meant to reinforce elite Roman values of discipline and 

obedience to officers and emperor as the public transcript.  His account of the mutiny ends with 

the execution of the ringleaders by the legion’s centurions backed by praetorian guards, and 

reestablishment of proper chain of command (Ann. 1.30).  However, such a pronounced and 

risky protest also reveals a hidden transcript of resistance to elite rule that could exist even 

among members of the Roman military.  As Scott notes, the relationships between dominant and 

subordinate members of society are always complex and filled with constant struggle.
205

 

 For my purposes, Scott’s discussion of public and hidden transcripts will serve to frame 

those groups within Roman society who are not among the elite.  Scott highlights the workings 

of these groups by showing the middle ground between compliance and open revolt among those 

under the power of the Roman Empire and its military.  These transcripts are performances 

grounded in various ambivalent, disguised, and self-protective acts, which are forms of 

resistance that create space within the empire for non-elite people to live and assert their own 

dignity and power.  Scott’s discussion will also assist in the reading of historical sources, 

challenging readers to pay attention to what is said by whom; what is left unsaid; and the ever-

present dynamics of imperial power.  Scott’s insightful analysis of the nature of social 

relationships – performative, dramatic, and with intentions often concealed or misdirected – 

reveals yet another way in which the claims of empire can be interrogated.  The theater of 

empire, in which the hidden transcripts of subordinates occasionally burst onto the stage with 

explosive results, is a place in which Matthew’s gospel is right at home.  Matthew’s use of 

military paradigms to construct an eschatological critique of Roman power (Matt 24:27-31) is an 

example of subordinate discourse which provides a counter narrative to the claims of empire, 

even as such a transcript uses the empire’s language and imagery to reinscribe imperialistic 
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claims in the name of God.  As noted above, this ambivalence and tension is typical of texts from 

within the empire, which both react to and participate in the creation of empire.  The processes 

by which this occurs are then the final piece of my empire-critical framework, and is to this that I 

now turn. 

 

8. Ambivalence, Hybridity, and Mimicry 

 Postcolonial analysis critiques the ways in which imperial structures and ideology 

relegate subordinated (or ‘subaltern’) people to a perpetual second-class, neither-nor status, and 

focuses on the agency of these same people in their struggle for justice, independence, and self-

determination.  Postcolonial analysis is concerned with economic exploitation, racism, the 

destruction of culture, and the ways in which the experience of empire marks both the colonizer 

and the colonized, changing them (for the worse) in a multitude of ways.  Writing in the 20
th

 

century aftermath of European colonialism, Eduard Said notes that imperialism is not “a simple 

act of accumulation and acquisition… [but is] supported and perhaps even impelled by 

impressive ideological formations that include notions that certain territories and people require 

and beseech domination, as well as forms of knowledge affiliated with domination.”
206

  

Although he is writing about the ideological motivations of 18
th

 and 19
th

 century Europeans, the 

observation holds for the Roman Empire as well.  Said continues: 

There was a commitment to [imperial colonization] over and above profit, a 

commitment in constant circulation and recirculation, which, on the one hand, 

allowed decent men and women to accept the notion that distant territories and 

their native peoples should be subjugated, and on the other, replenished 

metropolitan energies so that these decent people could think of the imperium as a 

protracted, almost metaphysical obligation to rule subordinate, inferior, less 
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advanced peoples.  We must not forget that there was very little domestic 

resistance to these empires, although they were very frequently established and 

maintained under adverse and even disadvantageous conditions.
207

 

 

 There are many examples that bear out Said’s observation about the price of Roman 

ideological commitment to empire, as well as the often-violent resistance to it.  For the Roman 

military, the adverse conditions under which the empire expanded often included tours of duty 

far from home, entailed the hardships of campaigns, the risk of death or injury in battles and 

skirmishes, and the need for constant enforcement of Roman domination over resistant 

populations.  For civilian immigrants, businesspeople, and traders, there were also occasions in 

which their presence was resisted and unwelcome.  In 88 BCE, for instance, there was a 

coordinated plot to check the spread of Roman power across Anatolia and Asia: 80,000 to 

150,000 Roman civilians were reportedly killed in places like Pergamon, Ephesus, and 

Adramyttium.
208

  A generation later, in September 9 CE, German tribes under the leadership of 

Arminius (in later German: Hermann) also rise up to challenge the extension of Roman control.  

After collecting taxes and tribute, the Roman governor Quintilius Varus (recently arrived from 

Syria)
209

 prepared to move from lands on the eastern banks of the Rhine to winter quarters.  

Arminius and the Germans, however, had set an ambush in the Teutoburger Wald: over three 

days of fighting they kill approximately 20,000 Roman soldiers, destroying “three Roman 

legions [XVII, XVIII, and XIX] …as well as three cavalry detachments (alae) and six auxiliary 

cohorts,” as well as civilian women, children, and slaves who accompanied the soldiers.
210

  This 

resistance halted the spread of Roman power into their lands, and ever after was considered an 
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unlucky day on the Roman calendar.
211

  In 60-61 CE (the same decade as the Roman-Jewish 

War), the province of Britania revolted after the mistreatment of the Iceni queen Boudicca and 

rape of her daughters by Roman soldiers upon the death of her husband, the client king 

Prasutagas.
212

  Thousands of Roman colonists in Londinium and elsewhere were massacred, and 

the Ninth Legion badly defeated, before the Fourteenth Legion met the Iceni in battle and 

managed to defeat them.
213

  Each of these (and many other) events serves to underscore the 

human costs of imperial expansion – including both Romans and the peoples they sought to 

conquer and control.  It is also the context in which to read Josephus’ account of resistance to 

Roman power in Judea, and highlights the currents of resentment and opposition among the 

common people that accompany the imposition of Roman imperial rule. 

 One field in which postcolonial analysis has been especially productive is in the critique 

of literature – including the literature of the Bible.  Musa Dube writes that “postcolonial theories 

of literature examine the making and the subversion of imperialism… how literature is an 

essential instrument in imperialism’s power struggles… [insofar as] the literature of the colonizer 

and the colonized… constructs or responds to the traveling, the entering, and the taking control 

of foreign lands by imperialistic nations.”
214

  Likewise, R.S. Sugirharajah notes that postcolonial 

biblical criticism “interrogates the texts with a series of questions such as: How are these 

imperial powers portrayed?  Do the biblical writers support or challenge them?  Where does their 
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allegiance lie – with the subjected people or the dominating power?”
215

  It is this contrapuntal 

reading that questions the ideology of the rulers, “allowing dissident voices to dialogue with the 

governing discourse with a view to relativizing it.”
216

  From among the various analytical tools 

that postcolonial theorists have formulated, there are three that are especially pertinent to my 

analysis of Matthew.  These ideas – ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry – are interrelated; each 

of them describes the experiences of dominated people in the Roman Empire. 

 The first concept, ambivalence, has to do with the internal processes and self-

identification that afflict colonized people.
217

  Living, sometimes from birth, in a colonized 

environment, their existence is impacted by empire in every way.  They are enculturated – many 

through formal education – to accept the values and judgments of the colonizers about their own 

native inferiority.  Yet they cannot fully assimilate, both for reasons of birth (i.e. race) and 

psychological pressure/trauma.  As Frantz Fanon writes, this ambivalence often manifests in self-

hatred.
218

  For those who have gained some measure of skill and status, the value of their 

successful negotiation of the imperial world is tempered by knowledge that each success brings 

with it another measure of distance from their native identity, and another step in the destruction 

of their native culture. 

 Following after Fanon, Homi Bhabha argues for another perspective that is less 

concerned with the psychological effects of colonization and more concerned with philosophies 

of resistance, especially as it appears in literature.  Ambivalence, he writes, is inherent to the 

colonial project because it results from the impossible dichotomy proposed by imperial ideology 

(which offers a false choice between civilization and chaos), as well as the anomaly of one 
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people governing another.
219

  For this reason, the invitation by colonial rulers for the colonized 

to mimic and emulate them destabilizes their claims to hegemony, and becomes a site of 

resistance.
220

  Ambivalence, then, recognizes instability of any imperial project, which depends 

on unstable and ultimately unsustainable groupings of colonizer and colonized.  Its ill-fitting 

identification of peoples results in an inherent contradiction that lodges in the bodies and minds 

of the conquered, and in Bhabha’s view, is the site where native resistance germinates and 

grows. 

 The second concept, hybridity, arises from the interaction of people and cultures during 

the process of colonization.  In the ‘contact zone’ of conquered lands, imperial agents and 

subjects find themselves in close proximity to one another, and in this liminal space begin to 

affect each other in a multitude of ways.  This is partially intentional, because in addition to 

military power, the colonizers are armed with the tools of imperial ideology (political forms and 

rituals, laws and a justice system, public symbols and signs, language, education, and religion), 

by which they intend to change the behavior, language, and thinking of natives to enforce 

compliance to imperial rule.
221

  Of course, as the recognition of ambivalence establishes, native 

peoples cannot fully assimilate into the new imperial culture immediately – if ever – and the 

varying degrees to which individuals and groups do so results in a variety of hybrid identities.
222

  

One way that the process of assimilation (and resultant hybridization) occured in the Roman 
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Empire is through the founding of colonae or settlements of veterans across the empire; during 

the reign of Augustus, for instance, colonae were populated by more than 300,000 legionary 

veterans.
223

  In greater Syria, colonae were established at Berytus in 15 CE and Ptolemais in the 

early 50s CE with the settlement of veteran legionaries and new constitutions for local rule.
224

 

 At the same time as this intentional deployment of imperial ideology – from Rome to its 

provincial subjects – there is another flow of cultural influence from the colonized to the 

colonizers.  This cross-fertilization results in additional hybridization, wherein rulers are changed 

by their subjects, creating additional complex identities.
225

  In the Roman Empire, examples of 

this can be seen in the widespread adoption of Greek language by aristocratic Romans, the 

incorporation and blending of local divinities into the Roman pantheon, and the popularity of 

“foreign” Eastern religions such as Isis/Oriris, Cybele, Mithraism, and, eventually, Christianity 

throughout the empire.
226

   

 Finally, hybridity can serve as the basis for resistance as subjects use the intellectual tools 

and practical training they have been given by the colonizers to resist and fight against imperial 
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power.  As Ania Loomba writes, “anticolonial movements and individuals often drew upon 

[colonial] ideas and vocabularies to challenge colonial rule and hybridized what they borrowed 

by juxtaposing it with indigenous ideas, reading it through their own interpretive lens, and even 

using it to assert cultural alterity or insist on an unbridgeable difference between colonizer and 

colonized.”
227

  This resistance can be literal armed rebellion, as in the case with Arminius, who 

had served alongside Roman legions and auxiliary forces for many years, learning Roman 

practices and tactics, before his betrayal of Varus.  It can also be textual, as exemplified by the 

gospel of Matthew, which is concerned with the indigenous narrative, themes, and theology of 

Jewish Scriptures – and yet interprets it in such a way as to provide a way of life (discipleship to 

Jesus) and vision of the future (Empire of God) that is thoroughly concerned with negotiating the 

political realities and social conditions of the Roman Empire.
228

 

 The third concept, mimicry is produced as dominated people negotiate imperial power.  

On the one hand, ruling powers define subordinate peoples as Other, and demand that they learn 

how to assimilate and conform to imperial rule, social customs, language, and education.  Yet at 

the same time, the rulers continue to view the conquered as different, lesser, feminized, soft, 

inferior, ‘mimic-men.’
229

  Such subjects may be included in imperial networks and social 

organizations, and taught the ‘proper’ ways to assimilate.  But they remain, in Homi Bhabha’s 

famous phrase, “almost the same, but not quite.”
230

  This irreconcilable difference creates a 

constant and inherent instability: the subjects of imperial discourse are told they are inferior and 

deserve to be conquered and civilized; yet after annexation they can never be fully assimilated 
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because such rhetoric is a tool deployed by the colonizers to remain in power.
231

  Thus, 

difference remains, and this creates space for resistance to the imperial power.
232

  For some 

postcolonial writers, such as Frantz Fanon, this resistance is revolutionary and violent: subjects 

mimic the violence of their oppressors to overthrown them.
233

  For others, such as Bhabha, 

mimicry of imperial rhetoric and ideology occurs in colonized texts, which are sites in which to 

assert identity, contest imperial power, and challenge the totalizing spread of imperial ideology: 

The extent to which discourse is a form of defensive warfare, mimicry marks those 

moments of civil disobedience within the discipline of civility… [where] the words of the 

master become the site of hybridity – the warlike, subaltern sign of the native – then we 

may not only read between the lines but even seek to change the often coercive reality 

that they so lucidly contain.
234

 

In this light, the gospel of Matthew’s use of violent language in scenes of eschatological 

judgment (24:27-31; 25:31-46) is both a product of Roman imperial culture that promotes 

military prowess and the efficacy of violence, and yet it is turned against and deeply critical of 
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Roman power and seeks to replace it with the Empire of God.  Matthew mimics imperial rhetoric 

and, as he reproduces it, changes it – introducing instability and contesting Rome’s claims to 

power. 

 

9. Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have constructed an interpretive approach and theoretical framework for 

an Empire-critical reading of Matthew’s gospel.  This reading foregrounds the presence of the 

Roman Empire as the context within which the gospel is written and first read.  I have introduced 

Empire-critical approaches to New Testament studies, emphasizing the importance of 

foregrounding the Roman Empire as a context in which to read the gospel of Matthew.  I have 

employed models of social structures and dynamics of power within the Roman Empire (Michael 

Mann and Gerhard Lenski), to highlight how imperial society was designed to secure and 

perpetuate the rule of an elite minority assisted by their retainers.  Military power assisted elite 

rulers in the creation and maintenance of empire by mobilizing violence (and the threat of 

violence) to control territory, resources, and people; and as a mechanism through which to 

transfer wealth and resources to elite control.  Moreover, an element of this social structure was 

the rhetoric of Roman manhood (Colleen Conway and Craig Williams).  This virtus (courage, 

self-control, and dominion/control over others) was expressed in the Roman military through the 

ideology of hegemonic masculinity.  I have also identified the endemic violence that pervades 

Roman society (Garrett Fagan and Nathan Andrade), and argued that it is an expression of the 

same attitudes and strategies that enabled policies of military expansionism.  Finally, I employed 

the studies of James Scott and some postcolonial writers to delineate some experiences of 

subordinate and subaltern people in negotiating the experience of imperial colonization, 
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highlighting public and hidden transcripts, ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry (James Scott, 

Frantz Fanon, Homi Bhabha). 

 In the following chapters, I will rely on these frameworks to discuss how the Roman 

military enacted the structures of empire in the province of Syria (Chapter 3), and how 

Matthew’s Gospel constructs of and negotiates Roman military power (Part 2).   
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Chapter 3 

 

The Impact of the Roman Military  

on Local Populations in Syria 

 

 

Children and kin… are swept away from us by conscription to be slaves in other 

lands; our wives and sisters, even when they escape a soldier’s lust, are debauched 

by self-styled friends and guests: our goods and chattels go for tribute; our lands 

and harvests in requisitions of grain; life and limb themselves are worn out in 

making roads through marsh and forest to the accompaniment of gibes and blows. 

 Tacitus, Agricola 31
235

  

 

 

On the road we encountered a tall man whose dress and manners marked him as a 

legionary.  He inquired in a haughty and arrogant tone where my master [a 

gardener] was taking his empty ass.  But my master…, [who] did not know Latin, 

walked right past him without a word.  The soldier, unable to restrain his natural 

insolence, took offence at the gardener’s silence as if it were an insult and struck 

him with the vine-staff he was carrying, knocking him off my back.  The gardener 

then humbly answered that he could not understand what the soldier said because 

he did not know the language.  So the soldier responded in Greek.  “Where,” he 

asked, “Are you taking that ass of yours?”  The gardener replied that he was 

taking him to the next city.  “Well, I need his services,” said the other.  “He must 

carry our commanding officer’s baggage from the nearby fort with all the other 

pack animals.”  He immediately laid hands on me, took hold of my lead rope, and 

started to drag me away. 

Apuleius, Metamorphoses 9.39
 236 
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1. Introduction 

 In the previous chapter I constructed a framework that identifies the structures of the 

Roman Empire, especially the function(s) of the Roman military and the assertion of Roman 

military power.  In this chapter I narrow my focus to one particular region – the Roman province 

of Syria and neighboring territory – in which the gospel of Matthew was likely written.  I argue 

that the people of Syria were burdened by the rule of Rome in a variety of ways, including 

military presence, and negotiated Roman military presence in a variety of ways.  This negotiation 

involved coping with (1) the threat of violence by military forces throughout the province and 

region; (2) the payment of taxes designed to uphold and support the military; (3) challenges to 

social relationships, in particular those between soldiers and local women; and (4) an increased 

presence and promotion of imperial ideology.  With this narrowed focus I intend to show how 

local people negotiated and were impacted by imperial networks of power discussed in the 

previous chapter, and thereby elaborate some of the experience that the audience of Matthew 

employs as it encounters military figures in the gospel. 

 

2. Deployment & Pacification: the Threat and Use of Violence 

 In this section I argue that the experience of local populations during the Roman 

intervention, conquest, control, and rule of Syria were inextricably intertwined with the threat 

and use of violence by the Roman military.  Civilian residents often experienced the 

overwhelming pressure of constant military presence, as will be illustrated below, to be 

demeaning and humiliating, and were forced into unwilling and resentful cooperation that 

occasionally burst into violent reaction and outright rebellion. 
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 Some of the violence in Roman Syria, especially that which was provoked by Roman 

misrule and contributed to the Jewish rebellion of 66-70 CE, has been described in the previous 

chapters.  These four years of war, however, were not an aberration but instead represent one 

major episode in several centuries of local encounters with a growing imperial presence (and its 

threat of military violence) that left an indelible imprint on the region.  Because the specter of 

outright war in much of Syria faded after 72 CE, it is tempting to view the period during which 

Matthew was likely written (post-70 CE through the end of the first century) as an interval of 

“peace” in Syria analogous to that of the United States following the Second World War, in 

which demobilization, reduced deployment, and changes in the focus of economic production 

occurred.  This comparison, however, does not accurately take account of the continuing 

presence and role of Roman military forces in Syria during this time or of the deeply imprinted 

history and legacy of local experience with Roman military forces.  Instead, it is correct to 

picture Roman emperors, governors, and military commanders as continuing to press forward in 

the performance of empire – but now adopting different methods and strategies by which to 

exercise their military power.
237

  In Syria (as elsewhere), local residents continued to encounter 

Roman forces since the latter were not simply passive occupiers confined to military bases or a 

benign intrusion limited to a change in government titles or the language used in official 

documents.  Rather, Roman aristocratic governors directed their soldiers to actively engage in 

ruling the populace so as to suppress any resistance to their authority and to participate in 

remaking the region’s economy and infrastructure in order to incorporate it more firmly into the 

imperial system.   
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 This tightening of provincial rule occurred simultaneously with ongoing goals for further 

Roman eastward expansion.  Although the Romans worked throughout the period under 

consideration to maintain a tenuous peace with Parthia, their relationship was marked by military 

incursions and skirmishes on both sides, but increasingly by the Romans.
238

  Within the 

province, local people post-70 CE could not escape the Roman military presence in their 

territory.  The methods and strategies of military activity in Syria during this period were what 

Mann calls pacification, which he argues is the second phase of imperial development after the 

conquest of a region.  He observes that: “with increasing internal pacification, the legions were 

now required around the frontiers of the empire… [and] preservation of the legionary economy 

required major and unrelenting expenditure of money and manpower.  There could be no end to 

Rome’s militarism, even though its strategies might change.”
 239

  These strategies of pacification 

were not haphazard, but grew out of the desire for imperial dominance over local populations, 

and entailed two simultaneous approaches.   

 First, local populations encountered Roman forces as they pursued a double mission: the 

deployment of forces on a provincial and regional level was designed to guard and control 

conquered territory from both external enemies (primarily the Parthians) and internal threats to 

Roman order (such as bandits or rebellious subjects in Judaea).  Deployment by Roman 

governors and generals did not simply entail the placement of troops at strategic bases, but also 

included work by soldiers to expand imperial capacity for communication and logistics / 

transportation.  This increased capacity did promote a certain kind of economic and agricultural 
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development– but one which came at a great cost to local populations, especially small scale 

rural farmers who survived at just above the subsistence level from year to year.
240

  These 

residents of Syrian towns and villages bore an inordinate share of the tax burden, collected in 

grain and other crops, labor, and coin (described below), because they possessed the fewest 

resources to mitigate such demands from the provincial government.  This systemic exploitation 

was not due to accident, but design.  Along with other facets of the empire, the economic system 

was intended to function for the benefit of elite members of Roman society and to secure their 

continued rule over residents of the provinces.  Local populations paid the price for supplying 

aristocratic retainers such as the military, whose needs always took precedence over the needs of 

farmers who grew food and produce.
 241

  I discuss the economic aspects of military presence 

more fully in the next section; for now it will suffice to note that economically the military 

presence more often exploited and depleted local populations than benefitted them.  Any benefits 

for local supply contracts, for example, should be understood as a byproduct, and of secondary 

importance to the Romans. 

 The second way in which local populations encountered the deployment of soldiers was 

on a communal and interpersonal level, insofar as any resistance to the social changes brought 

about by increasing Roman control was met by the strength of the Roman military, as its soldiers 

actively enforced Roman laws and policy and forced cooperation of the local population.  
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Enforcement might include the collection of taxes, and guarding of highways, trade routes, and 

population centers through constant presence and regular patrols.  Highly visible soldiers served 

as a regular reminder of Roman rule and occupation, and, as Scott argues, would have created 

widespread resentments, including a wide array of creative acts of resistance.
242

   

 For Jews and Jewish Jesus-followers in Antioch and its environs – regardless of their 

position on the rebellion and war – the presence and actions of the Roman government must have 

stirred feelings of deep ambivalence about their status and place in Roman society.  On the one 

hand, they were long-time residents whose status and security as a protected minority group was 

recognized and affirmed by imperial decree.  In 71 CE this protection was affirmed by Titus when 

Greek residents of Antioch sought to expel them following the War in Judaea.
243

  On the other 

hand they were beholden to an imperial power that sometimes viewed and treated them with 

suspicion, and claimed ultimate authority for itself over their land and persons in contradiction to 

the scriptural commandments about the authority of God.  Besides having to address questions 

about their loyalty in the years leading up to, during, and in the immediate aftermath of the war, 

Antiochene Jews (including Jesus-followers) were forced to confront the scope of Roman power 

during the rule of Vespasian and his sons after 69 CE.  Just a few years after the war in Judea 

concluded in 70 CE, the new emperor appointed Marcus Ulpius Traianus (father of the future 

emperor) as governor of Syria from 73/74 –77/78.
244

  Traianus was an experienced general, having 

distinguished himself during the recent war as commander of the Tenth Legion, operating east of 

the Jordan River and commanding that portion of the army during the siege and destruction of 

Jerusalem, when it was encamped on the Mount of Olives across the Kidron Valley from 
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Temple.
245

  During the early period of Vespasian’s rule, Traianus was tasked with continuing to 

consolidate the Roman hold on Syria, and did this by implementing a variety of pacification 

strategies (as described above) throughout Syria while supplying, reallocating, and supporting 

military forces to the north in Cappadocia and to the south in war-scarred Judea.
246

   

 As will be seen below, the demands for provisions for the army were a heavy burden on 

local subsistence farmers, who found the removal of their crops through taxation difficult to 

bear.
247

  Besides annual tax assessments, additional supplies were demanded when the army 

prepared for campaigns and went to war.
248

  Josephus (JW 5.520) notes that during the siege of 

Jerusalem Roman troops had “abundant supplies of corn [grain] and other necessaries from Syria 

and the adjoining provinces.”
249

  This requirement to furnish provisions would have also been true 

for multiple campaigns by Syrian-based legions throughout the first and second centuries.  The 

constant pressure created by the demands of Roman provincial authorities to supply the army led to 

feelings of resentment, acts of resistance, and at times outright rebellion.  Josephus captures some 

of the people’s anger in his account of King Agrippa’s unsuccessful attempt to dissuade his people 

from rebelling, arguing that other subject people provide grain for tax and tribute to Rome without 
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complaining.
250

  Likewise, Tacitus (Agricola 31) gives voice to provincial resentment in a speech 

by Calgacus, a British chieftain resisting Roman rule “our goods and chattels go for tribute; our 

lands and harvests in requisitions of grain... Britain pays a daily price for her own enslavement, and 

feeds the slavers.”
251

  Thus we may imagine that wherever Roman forces were deployed across 

Syria the local population was often frustrated, ambivalent, resentful, fearfully compliant, while 

occasionally their resistance hardened to the point of armed rebellion.  Looking beyond the 

glorious message projected by imperial propaganda, life in the Roman province was for many 

provincials: “empty forts, settlements of veterans, and feeble and quarrelling towns, made up of ill-

affected subjects and unjust rulers.”
252

 

 Given the significant numbers of imperial troops deployed across the province of Syria, 

local populations experienced constant and ongoing interactions with Roman military personnel.  

During Traianus’ governorship three legions and twenty cohorts of auxiliaries and cavalry alae – 

comprising about thirty thousand soldiers – were deployed throughout Syria in urban areas and at 

other strategic points for the purpose of securing Roman control over both territory and population.  

Additional legions and auxiliaries were moved from Syria (and elsewhere) to both Cappadocia and 

Judea.
253

  Major legionary bases in Syria were located at Zeugma (an important crossing of the 
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Euphrates north east of Antioch) and Raphanaea (south of Antioch on the eastern side of the 

coastal mountains), which were likely the bases for two Syrian legions.
 254

  A third legion was 

stationed at Samosata, an important crossing on the upper Euphrates; the former capital of 

Commagene, the city was given a new official name – “Flavia Samosata” – and governed from 

the Roman provincial capital at Antioch.
255

  These far-flung dispositions of soldiers were not 

isolated from one another, but in constant communication with the provincial government in 

Antioch and each other.  They also participated in a province-wide trade and supply network for 

food (especially grain, olive oil, and wine), fodder for animals, and other non-perishables (such 

as timber, stone, leather, and metals).  Even if one of these military bases was not in the 

immediate neighborhood, the civilian population of Syria would have been aware of the constant 

movement of soldiers and supplies moving from Antioch throughout the province – to and from 

bases, cities, and towns, travelling on highways and rivers – with the possibility of potentially 

negative interaction a possibility for local residents.  The likelihood for interaction between 

civilians and soldiers was increased by indications that the three full legions did not simply 

operate in the vicinity of their major bases, but were further divided into vexillations stationed 

more or less permanently in various locations across the province.  At present there is “meager” 

evidence, but the archaeological record seems to show additional large legionary bases at Beroea 
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(modern Aleppo) and Apamea,
256

 as well as diffuse deployment across the province, including 

outposts such as Dura Europos (described below), perhaps the most richly preserved site in 

Roman Syria.  As with large legion-sized bases, the dispersal of forces was intended to impose 

greater imperial control over the civilian population. 

 In addition to the deployment of legions and auxiliaries at a provincial level for the 

purposes of strategic control of the territory, the daily practices of the Roman military illustrate 

the second aspect of pacification: the fine-grained imposition of Roman rule over the province on 

a communal and interpersonal level.  These daily practices were in keeping with the primary 

mandate from each emperor to his provincial governors: to keep the province “pacified and 

quiet” (pacata atque quieta).
257

  The response of the people to this mandate can be inferred by 

reading against the grain of this public transcript.  While governors and soldiers were concerned 

with maintaining order and control, the response of those forced to live under Roman rule was 

much more ambivalent. 

 On a daily basis, provincials awoke to the presence of Roman military forces in or near 

their cities and towns.  If Tacitus’ description of the Syrian legion III Gallica is accurate, soldiers 

assembled before sunrise to greet the rising sun
258

 – perhaps with a hymn or prayer to one of 

several manifestations of a sun god such as Apollo or Sol Invictus, all of whom were worshipped 

in Syria by the legions.
259

  For many, this practice would not seem out of place; for Jews and for 

Jewish and Gentile followers of Jesus, however, such a greeting would be a daily reminder of 

difference between Roman troops and their ancestral faith – as well as a constant reminder of the 
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Roman victory in Jerusalem, and theological claims of superiority over the God of Israel.
260

  The 

daily muster was also an opportunity for soldiers to be reminded of their connection to Rome and 

the emperor – and their importance in maintaining the empire.  After greeting the rising sun, 

legionary officers took roll call of their men; the admissa (commander’s orders for the day) and 

any letters from the governor or emperor were read, along with announcements of upcoming 

events; the watchword (signum) was given; and soldiers were assigned to various work in and 

outside the camp.
261

 

 This daily work assignment brought soldiers into regular contact with residents of the 

province.  Designated tasks included guard duty at camp and at various outposts; policing duties 

in the countryside, in towns and cities, and at markets; judicial duties such as guarding and 

escorting prisoners, and enacting executions; and logistical duties including procuring food and 

supplies, cooking, and manufacture of needed goods.
262

  Each of these interactions was an 

occasion for the display of authority and dominance on the part of soldiers; imperial subjects 

were forced to accept these displays with acts of submission – although, as Scott suggests, acts of 

cooperation might mask true feelings of dissent, and each interaction created the conditions for 

resistance in a variety of subtle and subversive ways such as evasion, concealment, 

dissimulation, lying, pilfering, or banditry.
263
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 While Scott also lists a variety of public acts of resistance (gestures of defiance, assertion 

of status, demonstrations, revolt), provincial residents had every reason to be cautious of openly 

provoking the soldiers stationed among them.  This was because of the soldiers’ constant 

training, which included a daily weapons drill.  For recruits this entailed practice against a tall 

post with weighted wooden sword and heavy wicker shield; experienced soldiers squared off in 

the armatura, using actual weapons against a training partner.
264

  The character of this drill is 

recorded by Josephus, seemingly to reinforce the impression of imperial invincibility (War 3.73-

74): “they never have a truce from training, never wait for emergencies to arise… each soldier 

daily throws all his energy into his drill, as though he were in action… It would not be wrong to 

describe their maneuvers as bloodless combats and their combats as sanguinary maneuvers.”
265

  

Thus, although an individual or group of civilians might surprise or overpower a single soldier or 

small patrol (as bandits did to a grain escort outside of Emmaus
266

), soldiers would have the 

advantage in almost all cases because of their training, weapons and armor, and superior 

numbers prepared and willing to use the arts of violence to maintain control.  Local populations, 

then, would need to disguise or repress overt or explicit expressions of dissent. 

 As noted above, the posting of soldiers among local populations throughout the province 

of Syria was a useful strategy for daily contact and direct control of imperial subjects.  Evidence 

for this strategy is found at Dura Europos, located in the middle Euphrates River valley 

downriver from the major legionary base at Zeugma; it was incorporated into the province of 

Syria and held by the Romans from 165 – 256 CE.
267

  Additionally, there is evidence for the 
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stationing of other “small detachments [that] were strung along the Euphrates in this period.”
268

  

The disposition of troops in such a way was not subtle, but designed to impose greater influence 

by increasing the Roman footprint in an area.  Archaeological finds at Dura reveal “clear 

evidence for the close integration of the army into the life of the town,”
269

 with the military 

displacing previous local occupants and taking over a quarter of the space within the walls after 

capturing it.  This military sector was integrated into the existing town, remodeling civilian 

houses to serve as barracks, and building new facilities (such as baths, a praetorium, a 

Mithraeum, and an amphitheater) to serve the needs of the soldiers stationed there.
270

  It is 

unknown where the previous occupants were displaced to (in Dura or elsewhere?  In similar 

dwellings or worse ones?); how the transfer of property from civilian owners and occupants to 

the military took place; or whether property owners were compensated at full value in the 

exchange.  What is clear, however, is that the arrival of Roman soldiers could not be ignored by 

the newly conquered residents of Dura.  Likewise, the ongoing assertion of military power – and 

the indignities, frustrations, and resentments that came with it – could not be avoided or 

disregarded.  Epigraphic evidence from Dura shows how soldiers, in particular the auxiliary unit 

cohors XX Palmyrenorum, were on duty throughout the city: at gates and guard towers, 

patrolling streets and crossroads, and at city granaries.
271

  Additional documents show soldiers 

interacting with civilians by buying and selling property and agricultural land, making legal 

contracts, and participating in financial transactions (loans).
 272

  While some of these daily 

interactions with soldiers may have had some degree of benefit (financial or otherwise) for the 

residents of Dura, it is important to keep in mind the imbalance of power between members of 
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the two groups – and the implicit threat of violence that could be unleashed if the soldier did not 

get his way. 

 In Antioch, Jewish citizens saw this implicit threat blossom into full-blown civic strife in 

the months following the Jewish-Roman War.  It was during this period that Josephus (JW 7.41-

62) records how Jews – still suspected of treason and blamed for the recent war – suffered 

violence at the hands of mobs backed by soldiers: an unknown number were killed in the theater 

and the streets, and falsely blamed for planning and starting a fire that burned part of the city (JW 

7.55-62).  Buildings engulfed by the fire included the office of debt records, the destruction of 

which was the goal of the arsonists, “who under the pressure of debts, imagined that if they burnt 

the market place and the public records they would be rid of all demands” (7.61-62).  Josephus, 

no friend to non-elite civic disorder, calls them avlith,rioi (“scoundrels”), and they may well have 

been simply criminal; but the act may also represent the depths of resentment and frustration 

caused by the economic pressure of Roman rule, and the risks some provincial citizens – whether 

Jews or Greeks – might take to resist Roman rule.  

 The fear and apprehension raised by the threat of civic violence were not limited to 

Antioch.  Further south, pre-war residents of Jerusalem lived under the watchful eyes of soldiers 

from Syrian-based legions and auxiliary units.  Prior to the war, these soldiers were based in the 

Fortress Antonia (attached to the Temple complex) and were regularly stationed at the Temple 

on peacekeeping duty, and conducted policing actions throughout the city.  Residents had many 

opportunities for anger at Roman troops over the unjust use of force, and frustration at their 

inability to do anything about it.  In fact, the threat of violence from Roman soldiers hung like a 

storm cloud over the city; it increased people’s anxiety and unease – knowing that hostility could 

break out, escalating quickly and unpredictably.  Josephus (JW 2.293-308) describes one incident 



96 

 

in which the procurator Florus ordered Roman soldiers to disperse a crowd of non-violent 

complainants with force: they killed indiscriminately; looted the market and nearby houses; and 

arrested and crucified members of the upper class.  In another incident, the procurator Pontius 

Pilate commanded disguised soldiers to disperse a crowd with clubs (xu,la); many were killed by 

the blows and ensuing stampede to escape (JW 2.175-177).   

 For the Jewish worshippers in Jerusalem during religious holidays, many of whom may 

have travelled from nearby areas such as Antioch,
273

 the fear of Roman soldiers’ actions was 

elevated due to the increase in peacekeeping forces during these times.  Roman soldiers, for their 

part, were at a heightened state of alert themselves because of large crowds which gathered, and 

in which protestors against the imperial order might find a large audience to inflame.  Josephus 

(Ant. 20.106-112; JW 2.223-227) notes how Roman soldiers from the Fortress Antonia were 

stationed along the roof of the portico during Passover as a show of force, with reinforcements 

readily available if needed.
274

  This sense of threat is implicit for readers of Matthew 26-27, 

where Jesus is arrested at Passover by a crowd of disguised soldiers (see Chap. 8.3.a.) from the 

chief priests armed “with swords and clubs” (meta. macairw/n kai. xu,lwn, 26:47, 55).  He is 

accused of disturbing the peace, and turned over to the Roman governor and his soldiers (Matt 

27:1-2, 11-44).
275
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3. Taxation & Procurement: Economic Impacts of Supplying the Army 

 In the previous section I argued that the lives of residents in the province of Syria were 

impacted by the thousands of soldiers deployed and stationed throughout the province.  The 

imprint of the Roman military on the population was made on a daily basis through a constant 

presence throughout the province, including major bases, urban areas, and smaller towns and 

villages.  In each location, local residents had to negotiate the active efforts of soldiers seeking to 

pacify the territory and maintain imperial rule.  These efforts included acts of dominance and 

intimidation, such as patrols, guarding, policing, and using violence of various types to cow the 

people.   

 In this section I argue that local residents had to negotiate pacification operations of the 

Roman military not only in the areas of strategic deployment and interpersonal interactions, but 

also in economic matters.  Of the many ways in which this negotiation can be described, I focus 

my attention on three that had a significant effect on a large segment of the population: (1) 

taxation of agricultural production; (2) requisition of transport and labor; and (3) construction 

and maintenance of roads and infrastructure. 

 

a. Food Supply 

 The first way in which local residents encountered the economic impact of the Roman 

military involved the production, distribution, and consumption of food.  Perhaps one-third of all 

food produced annually in the province of Syria was collected as taxes, and Peter Temin suggests 

that the “army may have consumed up to three-quarters of the tax revenue” amassed each 
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year.
276

  Greg Woolf summarizes what has been argued above, with an eye towards the 

agriculture dimension of the Roman economy: 

Empires are political systems based on the actual or threatened use of force to 

extract surpluses from … [their] subjects.  Imperial elites spend these revenues on 

the infrastructure necessary to maintain power, and retain a profit… distributed to 

groups that are privileged by virtue of their place within the imperial hierarchy.  

Pre-industrial empires [such as Rome]… extracted surplus from economies that 

were primarily agrarian… Economically, however, empires were first and 

foremost tributary structures, and most of the limited energy at their disposal was 

devoted to ensuring adequate supplies of cash, labour and agricultural produce 

from the areas under their control.
277

 

Although much of the literary and archaeological data for the Roman Empire comes from urban 

areas, it should be emphasized that the majority of the population was rural, living in small 

towns, villages, and farms – with perhaps 80% of the total population involved in agricultural 

production that accounted for up to 60% of the empire’s wealth.
278

  

 Although land tax rates for local farmers in Syria and throughout the empire appear quite 

low – only 1% of valued property
279

 – this rate masks the reality that all taxes favored wealthy 

large-scale landowners over against small farmers, as well as the impact of other levied taxes, 

and the dynamics of tenancy contracts on both private and state-owned land during this period in 

Roman history.  Pollard categorizes the taxes collected on residents in Syria by the Roman 

government during the early Empire into three groups: (1) regular direct taxes, including the 

tributum capitis (head tax for each adult man aged 15-65 and woman aged 12-65) and the 
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tributum soli (land tax);
280

 (2) regular indirect taxes, including portoria (harbor fees; import 

customs collected at border crossings such as Zeugma, which could run as high as 25%); and (3) 

irregular dispositions, such as the aureum coronarium (gold for the crown), or other levies 

“including free or cheap food supplies for the army under such names as annona, copiae, and 

indictiones.
281

  In addition to imperial taxes, provincial residents could also be taxed by local 

municipalities,
282

 including road construction and maintenance taxes (discussed below). 

For adherents to Judaism, including Jesus-followers in Matthew’s community, there were 

additional tax burdens.  Following the Roman victory in 70 CE, the Roman government took 

over a two-drachma (du,o dracmai,) tax, calling it the fiscus Iudaicus, that formerly went to the 

Jerusalem Temple.
283

  In the 80s to mid-90s, Domitian seems to have pressed for expanded and 

forced collection of this tax, creating conditions which L.A. Thompson characterizes as “a witch-

hunt for so-called Jewish tax-evaders and a spate of prosecutions of alleged evaders.”
284

  Appian 
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alludes to the tax burden on all Jewish residents of the empire when he notes that they are 

assessed a higher tributum capitis (the fiscus Iudaicus or perhaps another tax) as a collective 

punishment and deterrent against further rebellion.
285

 

 In addition to the tax burdens placed upon them by Roman and local authorities, small 

scale farmers faced other economic perils as well.  Many of these small farmers were not land 

owners, but tenants who rented lands for farming and assumed many of the financial risks 

associated with it.  Dennis Kehoe describes the locatio-conductio (“lease-hire”) contract under 

which tenants provided all moveable property such as tools, livestock, and perhaps slaves, while 

landowners provided fixed assets such as farmland, buildings, wine- and olive-presses, and in-

ground amphora for storage.
286

  The tenant’s property was pledged as collateral against the rents 

due at harvest, which placed the tenant at risk of financial disaster should the crops fail due to 

drought, flooding, disease, or pestilence – or should crop prices be too low to cover the expenses 

stipulated in the contract.  Besides the burden of taxation, financial ruin from crop failure or 

price drops was a perennial risk, and although there was legislation that allowed for remissio 

mercedis (remission of rent), this was limited to major disasters, such as earthquake, war, or 

extreme drought.
287

  Thus the majority of risk fell upon the shoulders of the small tenant farmer.  

Figures on farm rent rates are not available for much of the empire; in North Africa, however, 
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there are records of tenant farmers (coloni) working imperial estates who paid one-third of their 

harvest as rent each year.
288

   

 The dynamics of Roman taxation and tenancy in relation to food supply are captured by 

Michael Given, who begins his comparative study on the effects of colonial rule with a scene 

from 19
th

 or early 20
th

 century Cyprus.
289

  It is worth quoting in full here for its similarities to the 

situation of the Roman provincial small farmer: 

 Harvest time.  Out in the wheat fields beyond the village the women and 

men wield their iron sickles, grasping a handful of stalks with their left hand, 

pulling the curving blade sharply across them with their right.  Behind them more 

women and the older children gather up the swathes and tie them rapidly with a 

few twisted lengths of straw, and the sheaves are bundled and strapped onto both 

sides of a donkey.  Almost hidden underneath the family’s livelihood, the little 

line of donkeys is led down the path towards the village. 

 Each threshing floor is heaped up with the family’s income for the year.  

This is not stalks and ears, or an abstract number of kilos or litres.  This is bread, 

porridge, gruel, lumps of cracked wheat and yoghurt dried and stored for making 

soup in winter.  They spread out their harvest across the threshing floor with 

pitchforks, and bring on the threshing sledge…. With a prayer to the appropriate 

deity… a winnowing wind springs up.  With a regular rhythm they shovel the 

threshed harvest into the air, and let the straw, chaff and grain fall into different 

fractions on the threshing floor…. Everywhere is the wonderfully rich smell of 

fresh grain and straw…. This is not a symbol of life, or a substitute for money, or 

a representation of family wealth, pride and prestige.  It is that life and wealth, in 

its ultimate tangible, edible form. 

 And then two strangers come into the village.  They come straight to the 

cluster of threshing floors on the village edge, and begin their work.  They are 

officials; that is immediately clear from the way they dress, and the way they look 
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at the villagers…. The family and some friends and neighbours stand in a nervous 

semi-circle, watching every movement as the [official measuring] bin is filled and 

emptied, filled and emptied.  Are they under-filling the bin, these two men, to 

pretend that there are more measures of grain than there really are? Are they 

counting the number of bins properly?  Will they really take away a third of the 

harvest as they say, or could the family lose as much as half of its year’s 

sustenance? 

 …The officials finish measuring, and this is the time for negotiation, 

protest, argument, pleading.  But a third or more of the family’s crop is loaded 

onto government donkeys and taken away to some distant store, never to be seen 

again. In return, the family receives a piece of paper…. They look at it 

uncertainly, and watch the government donkeys carrying away their food.
290

 

Given goes on to argue that the effects of colonial rule are experienced by the colonized in just 

such a tangible way each time taxes are collected.  The taxation system is not designed for their 

benefit or prosperity, but to establish and maintain the ruling power.  When it comes to food 

production surpluses, appropriation (through plunder or taxation) allows elite members of a 

society to “either hold on to it for redistribution when needed, use it to feed or pay their support 

staff, or exchange it for prestige goods.  This means that the actual foodstuffs and the 

mechanisms of their movement and storage are crucial to the relationship between different 

social groups.”
291

  Given highlights a key concept that is relevant to my argument about the 

effects of Roman taxes: that taxes are paid in-kind, which is non-monetary (i.e. not paid in coins) 

but based on an assessment of economic value.  Given writes: “when taxes in kind are extracted 

they must be stored centrally in a state granary or tithe barn, before being redistributed, sold or 

used for paying members of the state bureaucracy.”
292

  In Roman provinces, these state officials 
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included the governor and his small staff, but the majority was reserved for the military forces 

stationed within the province. 

 Evidence points towards an elaborate and well-organized system of in-kind taxation that 

procured from local farmers both food and fodder for the army.  Paul Erdkamp argues that 

through the collection of taxes in-kind, “the Roman authorities in the provinces controlled huge 

amounts of corn [i.e. grain], which were used in three ways: to contribute to the supply of the 

populace of the capital city, to sustain the Roman armies and fleets, and occasionally to alleviate 

temporary shortages in various provincial cities.”
293

  In the late Republic, along with monetary 

pay, the Roman Senate provided food for their armies that came from stockpiles collected by 

annual taxation of the provinces.  This food was allocated annually to each province in which 

military forces were stationed, and each provincial governor seems to have been responsible for 

maintaining the food supply for the soldiers in his territory.
294

  Under the emperors, the 

Republican system continued to function under the direction of the praefectus annonae, an 

official appointed for this purpose.  Some of this taxed grain was brought to and stockpiled in 

Rome; other collections remained in the provinces themselves, a reminder to the provincials of 

the power of the empire to extract and deprive.  In Rome, there were at least 290 governmental 

storehouses (horrea) in the first century CE which held grain, oil, wine, and other foodstuffs.
295
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 Examples of horrea are also found across the empire,
 296

 and seem to have been built to 

exacting specifications, with thick walls or on raised platforms designed to keep temperature and 

moisture content low so as to prevent loss from spoilage and vermin.  Due to effort and expense 

in building granaries, as well as to prevent theft and unauthorized usage, facilities were 

centralized, secured, and guarded.
297

  Roth notes that inside the horrea grain was likely stored in 

sacks, which served the dual purpose of encouraging air flow (to prevent spoilage) and making 

distribution easier: “since each Roman soldier received 850 grams of grain per day, two sacks 

could easily have carried the 70 kg. (150 lbs.) necessary for an 80-man century.”
298

  One of the 

few examples of such a storehouse from Syria is found at Hauarra (Humayma), where a 500 

man-sized fort contains within its walls a horrea with stone walls  1.1 – 1.2 meters (3.5 – 4 

Roman feet) thick.
299

  The rectangular building is 22.5 meters wide by 15 meters long 

(approximately 75 by 85 Roman feet), and is divided into three rooms 7.5 meters wide by 15 

meters long (25 by 50 Roman feet); the walls of these storerooms are plastered for moisture 

reduction, with floors paved in terracotta or local sandstone.
300

  On the south side of the horrea is 

a five foot wide doorway leading directly to a courtyard paved also with sandstone; this open 

space (presumably for delivery and distribution) extends from the horrea to the main east-west 
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road (principium) that runs through the fort.
301

  Kelsey Koon calculates that this granary could 

store a “yearly supply of grain for roughly 480 men,” although if there were any number of 

horses, grain stores would necessarily be used more quickly.
302

  Koon argues that the food 

supplies of this remote outpost could be produced by the arable land surrounding the fort, 

including the possibility that “the garrison was renting out land under its jurisdiction to civilian 

tenant farmers in return for a portion of their agricultural produce.”
303

  The burden of this tax in-

kind has been described above; paired with the additional risks of cultivation in the desert 

environment, the integration of 500 soldiers into the small community of 450 civilians must have 

posed significant disruption – including risks of food shortages – for the farmers in Hauarra.
304

 

 To gain a sense of the volume of foodstuffs local farmers were required to produce for 

the army (either by taxes in-kind or through markets), Peter Kehne’s calculations are helpful. He 

notes that the Roman army supplied each soldier with 880 grams of unground wheat per day to 

make puls (porridge), panis militaris (“military bread”) or buccelatum (hardtack, a biscuit made 

of wheat flour, water, and sometimes salt).  In addition, each soldier received approximately 620 

grams of other kinds of food, including “pulses or vegetables, fruits, nuts, small quantities of 

cheese,… meat, especially smoked or air-dried like bacon (laridum), or fish, about a half-pint of 

sour wine or vinegar (acetum), some olive oil, and salt.”
305

  Based on his estimate of 1,500 

calories supplied and a total of 34,500 soldiers and non-combatant personnel, Kehne estimates 
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that the annual food supply needed in Syria was: “8,176 tons of wheat for the men, i.e. 22.4 tons 

per day, and (excluding pack animals) at 2,505 tons of barley for the horses, i.e. circa 6.9 tons 

per day.”
306

  The need for this large amount of food was met primarily through the in-kind 

taxation of local residents in the province. 

 As in other facets of the imperial system, the collection of in-kind taxes left local 

populations open to abuse from soldiers and extortion from unscrupulous governors and their 

agents.  Isaac notes that, “generally speaking, it is hard to distinguish between excessive taxation 

and plain robbery by soldiers.”
307

  He points to rabbinic discussion in the Talmud and to Luke 

3:12-14, where John the Baptist instructs tax collectors and soldiers not to over-collect or extort 

money from people, “the implication, of course, is that such behavior was the norm with such 

people.”
308

  Isaac also points to the account of Libanius (Oration 47) about a 3
rd

 century problem 

around Antioch: soldiers and civilian peasants in the villages where they were stationed formed 

an extortion racket over neighboring villages, forcing them to pay or be subject to harm of life 

and property.
309

  In the first century CE, provincial governors could also engage in such 

unscrupulous (but legal) behavior.  Erdkamp notes that several ancient authors make mention of 

a problem caused by the high cost of overland transport for heavy and bulky grains, which 

penalized more remote communities by increasing their costs dramatically.
310

   For this reason, 

an allowance designed to eliminate the high cost of transportation was made for communities 

located at a great distance from the capital: they could pay in-coin rather than in-kind.  However, 

like the angaria which I will describe below, the allowance could be abused.  Erdkamp notes that 

each governor was allowed to set the price for this alternative tax in-coin, and he could therefore 
                                                      
306
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demand a much higher rate than the in-kind tax would have originally cost.
311

  This abuse of 

power was one of several serious complaints that led to unrest and armed rebellion in Britain in 

60/61 CE, just a few years before the rebellion in Judaea in 66-70 CE.  Erdkamp refers to 

Tacitus’ praise of his father-in-law Agricola (Agricola 19) as an apparent outlier to the common 

practice.  Agricola, who was appointed governor of Britain after the rebellion in 60/61 CE, 

eliminated the abusive practices of previous governors, while making the collection practice 

more efficient and effective in its collection:  

Demands for grain and tribute he made less burdensome by equalizing the 

burdens: he abolished all the profit-making dodges which were more intolerable 

than the tribute itself.  As a matter of fact, the natives used to be compelled to go 

through the farce of dancing attendance at locked granaries, buying grain to be 

returned and so redeeming their obligations at a price: side roads or distant 

districts were named in the governor’s proclamations, so that the tribes with 

winter quarters [for soldiers] close at hand delivered at a distance and across 

country, and ultimately a task easy for everyone became a means of profit to a 

few.
312

 

For all of these reasons threats to the well-being of small tenant farmers in Syria were great.  In 

addition to annual risks associated with farming (crop failure, etc.), they bore the burden of 

supplying approximately one-third of their grain and foodstuffs to the provincial governmental 

stockpile, and of finding the coinage for census and other taxes.  Besides this, they bore the brunt 

of extra demands from soldiers, governors, and tax collectors, who might assess additional taxes, 

requisition, or simply steal what they wanted. 
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b. Requisitioned Transport (avggarh,ion/angaria) 

 A second way in which local populations were affected by the economically abusive 

behavior of Roman soldiers is seen in the practice of angaria (Greek: avggarh,ion).  Matthew’s 

Jesus addresses the practice in Matthew 5:41 by giving advice about going a second mile.
313

  

Angaria was part of a system, supposedly limited in nature, by which transportation was 

requisitioned from civilians for military and government business.  Stephen Mitchell notes that 

“under the empire the burden of providing… transport fell largely on the subject communities of 

Italy and the provinces, and the complaints of these communities against unauthorized seizure of 

men [for labor], animals, wagons, hospitality in billets and other facilities for state transport form 

a recurrent theme in Roman history.”
314

   

 Examples of the abuse from angaria come from documents found throughout the 

empire.
315

  One such document from the reign of Domitian (81-96 CE) shows how the system 

was commonly abused.
316

  It comes from a public inscription put up in the city of Epiphania 

(Hama), north of Emesa and southeast of Apamea in Syria: 

From instructions of Imperator [Dom]itianus Caesar, son of Augustus, Augustus.  

To Claudius Athenodorus, procurator: Among items of special importance that 

required great attention by my father, the god Vespasianus, I know that he gave 

great care to the cities’ privileges.  With his mind fixed on them he ordered that 

neither by the rending of beasts of burden nor by the distress of lodging should 

the provinces be burdened, but, nevertheless, by conscious decision or not, 

deliberate neglect has set in and this order has not been observed, for there 
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remains up to the present an old and vigorous custom which, little by little, will 

progress into law if it is not obstructed by force from gaining strength.  I instruct 

you to see to it that nobody commandeers a beast of burden unless he has a permit 

from me.  For it is most unjust that, either by the favor or prestige of certain 

people, requisitions should take place which nobody by myself can grant.  

Therefore, let there be nothing which will break my instructions and spoil my 

intent, which is most advantageous to the cities, for to help the weakened 

provinces is just, provinces which with difficulty have enough for the necessities 

of life.  Let no force be used against them contrary to my wish, and let nobody 

commandeer a guide unless he has a permit from me, for, when farmers are torn 

away from their homes, the fields will remain without their attention….
317

 

 

What is noteworthy in this inscription are the apparently common practices that it seeks to limit – 

practices that inflict inconvenience and financial stress on common people.  The practices of 

angaria described include commandeering beasts of burden to haul or pull a load (assumedly 

accompanied by their owner or handler) and local residents to serve as guides across a section of 

territory.  The statement in this inscription (“farmers are torn away from their homes, the fields 

will remain without their attention”) coupled with a positive statement by Suetonius (Domitian 7, 

14) on Domitian’s agricultural production policy has led some scholars to propose that his 

concern was to protect the citizens of the provinces.
318

  This appearance of concern, however, 

does not capture the intent of Domitian’s decree – which mandates that rights for transportation 

are to be reserved for those holding imperial diplomata.
319

  Thus the emperor’s concern was not 

to lessen the burden on the local population in Syria, but to assert his own power and control 

over the imperial system of requisitioned transport.  In any case, Mitchell concludes that the 
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large number of decrees about the angaria point to the ineffectiveness of imperial decrees to 

curtail its misuse: 

[There are] a long series of imperial documents, beginning in the reign of Tiberius 

and culminating in a group of rescripts from the emperors of the fourth and early 

fifth centuries collected in book VIII of the Theodosian Code.  Almost without 

exception these documents record abuses of the system or attempts to rectify 

them…. Officials and soldiers were always the first source of trouble.
320

 

 

 The potential for local populations to experience abuse through the misuse of angaria is 

also illustrated by the Roman satirist Apuleius.  In his satire, Metamorphoses (quoted at the start 

of this chapter), Apuleius describes the requisitioning (i.e. theft) of a donkey from a farmer by a 

centurion from the nearby legionary base (9.39).  While leading his donkey along the road, the 

farmer is approached by a centurion who demands that he give up his animal.  When the farmer 

refuses, the centurion beats him with his vine-staff (vitis) – the symbol of his authority as well as 

the literal means by which he can enforce the demands of empire.  Apuleius describes the 

farmer’s immediate, but ultimately futile, resistance to the public transcript of military authority 

and civilian obedience: he retaliates, escalating the violence by fighting back and getting the 

better of the soldier (even stealing his sword).  The centurion, however, follows him into town 

and calls upon some fellow soldiers who are stationed there to assist him (9.40-41).  These 

soldiers, in cooperation with local magistrates, search from building to building to find where the 

farmer has gone into hiding, and haul him away to prison and execution (9.41).  The next day, 

the centurion leaves with the donkey (10.1-2).   

 This story, while fictional, is written with verisimilitude.  It resonates with the pressure 

experienced by common people, living under the burden of taxation and angaria, and threatened 
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with violence to ensure their compliance.  The feelings of resentment that spill out of Apuleius’ 

farmer are not far-fetched, but give voice to a common experience of indignity and humiliation.  

Pollard judges that “the casual military brutality toward civilians depicted by Apuleius… 

probably was not literary hyperbole but a typical experience for many inhabitants of the empire,” 

and gives an appropriate reminder that “ultimately the Roman army was the occupying force of 

an imperial power, and a primary function of the army was the control of conquered territory.”
321

  

It is for this reason that when Matthew’s Jesus teaches about avggarh,ion in Matthew 5:41 he 

assumes that the practice is burdensome and cannot be refused – but still finds a way to turn the 

tables for those who are oppressed by the practice.  I will discuss this text, as well as the prior 

examples, more fully in chapter 5.  For now, it is sufficient to note how local populations 

struggled with this assertion of military power. 

 

c. Road Construction 

 The third way in which provincial citizens were forced to participate in the strengthening 

control by the Roman military over their own territory was through the construction and 

maintenance of Roman highways and roads.  While it is true that civilians could make use of 

such roads for transportation and trade, the primary purpose of the transportation network was 

the movement of soldiers, supplies, and military communication; any “economic benefits that 

may have resulted from their existence were only a by-product.”
322

  As in the creation of other 

forms of imperial control, the goal of Roman road-building, in short, was for the agents of 
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Roman power to more effectively rule the province and empire.
323

  To this end, Roman emperors 

viewed the construction and maintenance of major roads as a priority – as both an administrative 

necessity (for the movement of troops and supplies) and an opportunity for displaying the 

propaganda of imperial rule.  Beginning in 20 CE, Augustus and his successors took the title of 

curator viarum (“curator of roads”), and designated a special milestone – the miliarium aureum 

(“golden milestone”), which stood in the center of the Forum in Rome – as the symbolic center 

and starting-point of all Roman roads.
324

  In the provinces, the authority for road construction 

and maintenance fell under the direct control of the imperially appointed governor, with 

assessment for road related taxes was made by his agents, working in close cooperation with the 

military.
325

 

 In Syria Roman soldiers were heavily involved in a number of major projects that 

changed the landscape of the province.  One of the earliest examples of this involvement is an 

inscription from 56 CE identifying a Roman-built road from Antioch to Ptolemais, which had 

recently been settled with veterans and refounded as a colonia.
326

  During the governorship of 

Traianus (mid-70s CE), detachments from four different legions dug a canal outside Antioch that 

diverted and improved navigation on the Orontes from the seacoast, allowing for more efficient 

transfer of supplies.  An inscription that records this work is now in the Antioch Museum.
327

  

Soldiers were also involved in a major road building project in 75 CE that connected Palmyra in 
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the south (beyond the borders of Syria) to the Euphrates and the Roman road and trading 

network running up its western bank.
 328

  Milestones are found throughout southern Syria 

indicating the work of soldiers to improve roads for military use.
329

  There was also work to 

develop cities in the Roman orbit: Palmyra and Gerasa both had improvements made to their city 

centers in a coordinated effort to increase and sustain Roman influence.
330

  Based on this 

evidence, some scholars have emphasized the role of soldiers in the construction of paved roads 

or improvement of existing roads for military use: “labor was usually furnished by the army, 

whose ranks provided an abundance of capable men skilled in the various requisite specialties.  

Moreover, using soldiers to build roads was a way to keep them profitably busy in times of 

peace.”
331

  While this is undoubtedly true, it provides an incomplete picture of how roads were 

constructed and maintained in the province.  This is because – just as has been observed above in 

relation to food production and transportation of army supplies – roadbuilding also involved 

labor owed the government, and performed by civilians, slaves, and convicts.
332

   

 In the provinces, costs for road construction and maintenance were levied on two groups 

of people: property owners and local communities served by particular roads.  The reason for this 
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assessment was primarily financial, so that the costs of imperial governance were borne by the 

people of the province.  Theodor Kissel notes that the “construction of a public road, including 

all the traditional features such as bridges, praetoria, mansiones, mutationes, and milestones... 

was a costly undertaking [of up to 500,000 sestertii per mile] which would have left the Roman 

state bankrupt, if it had had to finance it on its own.  For this reason… Rome satisfied her 

increasing financial needs by passing on the expenses to the local communities.”
333

  In this way 

the administration of road construction and maintenance was similar to the way in which the 

government assessed and collected taxes on land and agricultural produce, and requisitioned 

transportation services.  Just as the provincial government assessed the land for taxation, it also 

declared the duty to build or maintain public roads to be a “munus publicum that weighed on the 

property”
334

 of landowners.  As in the case of land tax, the wealthy were better able to afford 

such assessments than small-scale property owners.  For the wealthy, fulfilling this public 

service could be accomplished by financing the portion of the road that ran through their lands, 

hiring laborers, or providing their own slaves to do the work.  For less well-off land owners with 

less to spare all around, extra capital and labor for road building requirements were more 

difficult to provide – and any time spent on road work was time and labor taken away from work 

in their own fields to pay other taxes and keep their families fed. 

 Besides individual property owners, the public responsibility for a road could also be 

applied collectively – to the residents of communities large and small.  Collective costs were 

assessed against those “whose territory was traversed by a via publica”
335

 and in proportion to 

the property assessment tax that the community was required to pay.  As with individual land 

owners, larger towns and cities would have an easier time raising funds for the additional tax.  
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Larger communities could appeal to the euergertism of wealthy donors, draw upon their own 

capital resources, or exact additional taxes from residents.  Smaller communities, however, were 

less likely to have wealthy citizens and excess capital – and the additional tax would have to be 

levied in labor, or from those who could least afford it – putting them, like the small farmer, at 

higher risk of financial distress or ruin. 

 In Syria, a well-preserved monument dated to 166 CE illustrates the collective 

responsibility for road work.  Located in the Beqaa valley on the east-west road from Damascus 

to the coast, “one of the most important transversal highways in Syria,”
336

 the monument’s 

inscription commemorates road repairs after a landslide.  The repairs were paid for by the 

residents of Abila Lysaniae, a nearby city – which had financial resources not only to complete 

the repairs, but also to commemorate the work in stone.  Another inscription dated to 73 CE at 

the town of Aini (on the Euphrates north of Rumkale) reveals the negotiation that local 

populations made to Roman rule: soldiers from the III Gallica and IIII Scythia legions built a 

hydraulic installation there that was paid for by the local community.
337

  This installation lifted 

water from the river to provide water for the soldiers and animals stationed there, and perhaps for 

local residents to use as well. 

 Beyond those who lived along a major route, the burden of road maintenance could also 

be enforced upon communities located beyond the immediate vicinity, especially for major 

projects such as bridges.  Kissel notes that the “large-scale repair work on roads and bridges 

attested by many inscriptions was… imposed on a wider range of contributors or on a 

community as a whole… in order to share the burden of compulsory service.”
338

  Again, from the 
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Roman government’s perspective, this was not primarily a matter of sharing costs for the 

purpose of regional economic development to benefit private individuals, but instead represents 

an approach by which it could increase control of a region through extra taxes and labor.  

Unfortunately, there is a dearth of knowledge concerning the costs to local land owners and 

communities, the numbers of civilians required to participate in road building and maintenance 

projects, and with what frequency or duration such persons were required to provide labor.
339

  A 

simple answer (‘they worked until the road or bridge was completed’) is complicated by many 

factors of geography and terrain.  But the sheer number of projects – and miles of road 

improvements completed – attest to the scale of the work by both civilians and soldiers.
340

   In all 

cases, it is difficult to gain a sense of the impact such work had on the common people: Was it a 

minor inconvenience or something more?  How much did the pay from their livelihoods as 

farmers or craftspeople?  Did they appreciate the convenience represented by new roads?  Were 

they filled with resentment over the ability for Roman soldiers to increasingly intrude on their 

lives?  Or was it some combination of several of these?  Perhaps the speech of the British 

chieftain Calgacus (Tacitus, Agricola 31) that is quoted at the start of this chapter provides a 

sense of the frustration that was produced by Roman demands to build and improve roads for 

their military: “Children and kin… are swept away from us by conscription to be slaves in other 

lands… our goods and chattels go for tribute; our lands and harvests in requisitions of grain; life 

and limb themselves are worn out in making roads through marsh and forest to the accompaniment 

of gibes and blows.”
341
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4. Social Relationships of Local Women and Soldiers  

 I have argued above for the far-reaching impact on the people of the province of Syria as 

they negotiated the ongoing presence of the Roman military.  This presence was felt through the 

unceasing control of territory and the economy, exercised through deployment of soldiers 

throughout the province, the taxation of agricultural products, the building of roads through 

required labor, and assistance with transport of military personnel and supplies through 

requisitioned labor.  In this section I examine how local people negotiated social relationships, 

specifically the relationships that local women might have with soldiers.  These relationships might 

include ‘marriage’ (which was technically illegal for soldiers) or long-term domestic partnership; 

slave and owner; or freedwoman ‘wife’ of a soldier (when he had owned and freed her).  It might 

also include the women forced into prostitution (most were slaves) as well as victims of rape and 

sexual assault.  Modern sensibilities and values make it easy to identify the harms caused by the 

violation of and physical violence towards civilian women, which – lamentably – are dangers faced 

by women yet today.  Yet the realities of imperial rule and the culture of hegemonic masculinity 

(defined by R.W. Connell as the social construction which normalizes and reinforces the 

dominance of elite males)
342

 created an environment in which all of the relationships between 

provincial women and Roman soldiers (even ones which may have evidenced partnership and 

mutual affection) were marked by the imbalance of power between soldiers and civilian 

populations.   

 Certainly some (and perhaps many) relationships between civilian woman and soldiers 

were personally beneficial for both the women and the soldiers in offering a measure of personal 

and financial security, increased status, familial relationships (including children), and the 

possibility of mutual respect and affection.  The positive aspects of soldier-civilian relationships 
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are attested by auxiliary diplomata (diplomas granted upon discharge) from the time of Claudius. 

These diplomas record a change in Roman law, granting citizenship upon completion of 25 years 

of service to both the soldier and to his children; the soldier’s (singular) wife was named as 

conubio, a legal status that recognized her marriage to the soldier, but did not grant her 

citizenship.
343

  The potential for positive relationships to exist (at least in the perception of elite 

Roman senators) on a widespread basis is likewise shown by Tacitus (Hist 2.80), who refers to 

the outrage provoked in Antioch over the rumor that legionaries there would be redeployed from 

Syria to Germany: “For the provincials were accustomed to live with the soldiers, and enjoyed 

associations with them; in fact, many civilians were bound to the soldiers by ties of friendship 

and of marriage [contubernio], and the soldiers from their long service had come to love their old 

familiar camps as their very hearths and homes.”
344

   

 While some number of positive soldier-civilian relationships existed, there were at the 

same time inherent risks to such relationships, as is true for all colonized persons who interact with 

their colonizers.  This reality is marked by ambivalence: women could profit from participation in 

the benefits of the imperial system (status, financial stability, protection from harm, children and 

family); yet their legal rights and claims for children and inheritance were often denied by Roman 

courts and government, and their social status was tenuous – neither local nor fully assimilated into 

Roman society.
345

  Thus, during the early imperial period under discussion, legal limitations and 

practical challenges associated with military service (primarily mobility) marked the relationships 

made between women and soldiers with contradictions. 
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 In her thorough treatment of the evidence for ‘marriage’ relationships among Roman 

soldiers, Sara Elise Phang points first to the general trend of “quasi-marital relationships (stable, 

long-term) with relative social equals,”
 346

 such as the auxiliary diplomata described above.  

Phang goes on to delineate several scenarios in which local women formed familial relationships 

with Roman soldiers, either by choice or by coercion, and provides evidence for long term 

unions that were technically illegal, but often tolerated by emperors and unit commanders.  The 

majority of such relationships for which there is evidence includes enslaved or freedwomen and 

soldiers, and these “unions… appear to have been a significant phenomenon.”
347

  Although the 

legal status of the legionary soldier as freeborn citizen was quite different than the woman’s as 

slave or freedwoman (former slave), and such relationships had some social stigma attached to 

them,
348

 evidence for such relationships during the first century appears in several places 

throughout the empire, in some places comprising 25–40% of relationships recorded in funeral 

inscriptions.
349

 

 Phang argues that “soldiers’ relationships with slave women or with their own 

freedwomen were probably an adaptation to the exigencies of military service: possibly these 

soldiers could not find freeborn women whose families would agree to the drawbacks of 

‘marriage’ with a soldier.”
350

  The solution was thus to purchase a slave – a significant 

investment of the soldier’s income – with the intent of forming a marriage-like partnership with 

her.  At all times, due to the prevalence of slavery in Roman society, but especially following 

successful military campaigns, soldiers would have access to a ready source of enslaved women.  
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Josephus (JW 6.8-9) notes how after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE, the people captured there 

were sent to labor in Egyptian mines, held for spectacles, and sold into slavery – “for a trifling 

sum per head, owing to the glut on the market and the dearth of purchasers.”
351

  It is not known 

where soldiers purchased female slaves they intended to form a partnership with: perhaps from a 

wealthy household with many slaves, from recently-conquered territory or city, a slave market, 

or on an individual basis from a local family or another soldier.  It is also impossible to know if 

such women were purchased by the soldier with the intention of forming a ‘marriage’ 

relationship (did he know her?) or if this aspect of their relationship came later, after she had 

lived with and served him for some period of time. 

 The relationships formed between a soldier and his purchased slave might, in time, 

include mutual affection, close family bonds, and children who the soldier viewed as worthy of 

inheritance.  Positive family relationships are made evident by gravestones, wills, and papyri 

which proclaim such bonds.
352

  One such example is seen in a gravestone from Satala which 

commemorates Flaviae Valentinae, who died at age 25; she was the wife (uxor) of Flavius 

Silvanus, who may have been a soldier with the Legio XV Apollinaris.
353

  Another is found in 

the will of the soldier Lucius Titius, who sought to give his slave Pamphila to a comrade 

Sempronius on the condition that he free her, while also making her heir to his estate.
354

  At the 

same time, it would be incorrect to assume modern values (egalitarian roles, sexual consent) in 

such relationships, given their social context of Roman hegemonic patriarchy.  Phang is correct 

to point out the inherent risks for the woman in a soldier-slave relationship.  The soldier chose 

such a relationship “for his own convenience, especially if he found it difficult to ‘marry’ a free 
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(especially freeborn) woman.  Needless to say, the ancilla [enslaved woman] had no choice in 

the relationship.”
355

  A soldier might have a financial incentive to treat his slave well – but “the 

relationship was potentially exploitative and brutal: a slave was a non-person, with no legal 

rights.”
356

  Roman slave owners had access to their slaves sexually, could beat their slaves with 

impunity, and could sell them and/or their children at any time and for any reason.
357

   

 While such experiences would surely have marked the experience of some women and 

children in relationships with soldiers – and lurked in the background due to cultural assumptions 

as a possibility for each one – Phang concludes with a more moderate assessment: “the soldier’s 

personal slave woman was, as a domestic servant, probably better off than most slaves 

(agricultural laborers).  She was also better off than slave prostitutes (most prostitutes were 

slaves), unless of course the soldier decided to prostitute his personal slave woman.  She was 

likely to be manumitted, at latest [upon his death] in the soldier’s testament.”
358

  At times, the 

woman was given her freedom for the purpose of marriage, but this, too, reveals her ambiguous 

social and legal position: “her status was not equivalent to that of freeborn women, since she was 

obliged to ‘marry’ her patronus the soldier and could not leave him without his consent.”
359

  The 

children of such relationships were also in a legally nebulous zone: a father could claim his 

children, but because their mother was not freeborn, provincial authorities would usually not 

recognize their citizenship.  The status of such women points again to the ambiguous status of 

women in social relationships with soldiers in the Roman Empire.  There were both benefits and 

risks for those who – willingly or unwillingly – participated in it. 

                                                      
355

 Phang, Marriage, 239. 
356

 Phang, Marriage, 239. 
357

 Jennifer Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006) 12, 21-24. 
358

 Phang, Marriage, 243-244. 
359

 Phang, Marriage, 242. 



122 

 

 Besides these quasi-familial relationships, there is also evidence that some women, 

especially enslaved women, were forced into prostitution for the (supposed) benefit of soldiers.  

Accurate figures about these meretrices (meretrix: “a woman who earns”) are impossible to 

know, but David Potter suggests that a rate of 1:48 (woman to soldiers) found in 18
th

 century 

British India is plausible.
360

  In Syria this would equate to 625 women to 30,000 soldiers, but this 

seems like a gross underestimate.  In the second century BCE, Livy (Periochae 57) records that, 

upon arrival to his new command in Numantia, the Republican general Scipio Aemilianus threw 

two thousand prostitutes out of the camp.
361

  These numbers were extreme (perhaps an 

exaggeration), and for this reason noteworthy by Roman historians to illustrate the trope of 

military laxity and Aemilianus’ ability to command and instill self-control in his soldiers.  

Although he suggests the 1:48 ratio as a rough approximation, Potter’s suggestion does not take 

into account the conditions of many poor and marginalized women, who might work as 

tabernariae (waitresses) or performers/actors whose duties also included prostitution,
362

 

daughters who were forced (sometimes temporarily) by parents to perform acts for the financial 

survival of the family, or freeborn women who made the choice for the same reason of economic 

necessity.
363

  Nor does it address Roman slavery, consisting of up to 30% of the population in 

some areas, in which slaves (women, boys, and men) were forced to accede to the sexual 

demands of their owners.
364

  All of these people shared one or more traits (gender, poverty, 
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social status) that intersected to increase their risk of exposure to prostitution; all lived at the 

margins of Roman society. 

 The marginality and low social status of free or freed (ex-slave) female prostitutes in the 

Roman empire was codified under Augustus’ marriage and adultery laws, with the result that 

prostitutes “were forbidden to marry freeborn Roman citizens [including legionary soldiers], 

though they were allowed (and one might even say tacitly encouraged, at least to some extent) to 

marry freedmen.”
365

  At the same time, “by exempting them from liability for adultery and 

criminal fornication, [prostitutes were granted] … recognition as an approved extramarital sexual 

outlet for men,” although this identification served as “a key role in safeguarding the chastity of 

respectable women [by providing]… a highly negative example.”
366

   

 In 40 CE, acts of prostitution were further codified by the emperor Caligula, who 

instituted a tax at the rate of one sexual encounter per day.
367

  Thomas McGinn writes that 

“Caligula’s purpose, at minimum, was to raise as much money for the state as possible, a goal 

realized in such abundance that, where possible, responsibility for collection of the tax was 

transferred from civilian tax collectors to the military, evidently for reasons of security.”
368

  

Caligula’s tax also ensured the continued marginalization of prostituted women; as Rebecca 

Flemming notes: “it effectively exploits the situation in which prostitution is entirely licit, but its 

personnel are legally and socially compromised; not disallowed but disadvantaged… persons 

who could not defend themselves from imperial depredations, and who were unlikely to find any 

champions amongst the honorable and powerful.”
369

 

                                                      
365

 Thomas McGinn, “Roman Prostitutes and Marginalization,” in Social Relations in the Roman World, ed. Michael 

Peachin (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2011), 654. 
366

 McGinn, “Marginalization,” 654. 
367

 McGinn, “Marginalization,” 647. 
368

 McGinn, “Marginalization,” 647. 
369

 Flemming, “Sexual Economy,” 54. The term lupanar derives from lupa (she-wolf), one of many slang terms for a 

prostituted woman in Roman society. 



124 

 

 Thus, throughout the Roman Empire, female prostitutes were forced to work in brothels 

located in many establishments; often in a back or upstairs room in a tavern, inn, or near bath 

complexes.
370

  Such establishments were usually controlled or owned by lenes (pimps), who 

located them in major cities such as Antioch or Samosata, or among the lixae (camp followers) 

that accreted in the ad hoc communities (called canabae or vici) that appeared outside the walls 

wherever the army set up bases.
371

  Rebecca Flemming’s description of brothels (as portrayed in 

Roman literature) provides a sense of the suffocating nature of such places: 

The slave lupanar [brothel] appears as an enclosed world, with the women 

confined to the premises, their basic needs provided for by the leno who rules his 

domain in a cruel and coercive manner, driven by greed and depravity.  He sets 

the prices, displayed along with the woman’s name on the tituli set over the 

entrances to the small cellae in which they worked, and he takes the money.
372

 

 

As one might expect, these conditions were dreadful; McGinn notes that: “many prostitutes lived 

and worked in an atmosphere redolent not only of poverty, but of disorder and criminality… 

[especially] crimes against property, such as theft… [in which they] might be victims as well as 

perpetrators.”
373

   

 The trade to supply soldiers with women for prostitution extended beyond cities and forts 

with settlements, reaching even the most remote places where soldiers were stationed.  Among 

desert outposts in eastern Egypt, the Roman camp at Didymoi and surrounding outposts were 

supplied by a businessman named Philokles.  He traded in grain, fruits and vegetables, meat and 

fish – and women, whose bodies were sold on a monthly basis to the soldiers stationed in these 

outposts.  Yanne Broux notes that “the average price for a month was 60 drachmas, to which was 
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added a fee (quintana) of 12 drachmas, which is the money meant for the conductor [who 

accompanied her].... The soldiers who wanted to make use of this service all chipped in together 

to meet the price.”
374

  The practice of transporting women for this purpose is verified by a toll 

list found elsewhere in Egypt, which catalogues a series of tariffs to be collected at the army-

staffed toll station: “Red Sea captain – 8 drachma; guard – 5 dr.; sailor – 5 dr.; craftsman – 8 dr.; 

women for prostitution (gunaikw/n pro.j ètairismo.n) – 108 dr.; soldiers’ women (gunaikw/n 

stratiwtw/n) – 20 dr.”
375

  The significantly higher toll charged for women who would be 

engaged in prostitution makes sense when compared to the rates charged by Philokles: 108 

drachma represents 15% of his 720 drachma per year profit.  It goes without saying that he and 

other lenes, rather than the women, kept the profits.
376

  In Syria, there is evidence that in a least 

one location the army bypassed suppliers such as Philokles and was directly involved in 

supplying women for its soldiers.  At Dura Europos two officers were appointed to supervise 

travelling performers and slave prostitutes as entertainment for soldiers based there; it is likely 

that all of these performers and prostitutes were owned by the army.
377

 

 Like the women who formed familial relationships with soldiers, women forced into 

prostitution for soldiers and other men occupied a tenuous and marginal space in Roman society.  

Flemming notes that “becoming a meretrix is, as the word suggests, primarily understood as an 

economic act, but one that belongs far less to the prostituted woman herself than to those around 
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her; to those who profit from her initial and recurrent sale.”
378

  The evidence for the prostitution 

of women leads to the conclusion that it was sustained by the intersection of slave labor and the 

ability of elite males to shape cultural attitudes making women sexual objects for the pleasure of 

men; however, as Flemming points out, the “attitudes amongst those lower down the social order 

and thus most likely seriously to consider prostitution amongst their restricted economic 

options… are unknown.”
379

  Also unknown is what members of the Matthean community may 

have thought about or experienced in relation to the prostitution of slaves and other women – 

although Matthew’s Jesus speaks of “prostitutes” (ai` po,rnai) who believed (pisteu,w) John the 

Baptist “going into the kingdom of God” before the chief priests and elders (21:31-32), and this 

familiarity may indicate the presence of such people in Matthew’s audience and an openness to 

them in Matthew’s community. 

 Another aspect of marginalization of women (and men) in Roman society is the 

experience of what is today called rape and sexual assault.  The Latin terms that address these 

traumatic experiences are stuprum (illicit or improper sexual relations between a Roman male 

and an unmarried woman or freeborn boy) and raptus (enslavement and rape of conquered 

people during wartime, and in the case of non-citizen provincials, perhaps during peacetime as 

well).
380

  While such incidents undoubtedly occurred in Roman society just as they do in others, 

calculating their frequency is next to impossible.  Neither the Roman government nor Roman 

writers nor Matthew’s gospel were interested in such topics: indeed the attitudes they 

promulgated encouraged and reinforced the marginalization of victims, as will be seen below.  

Certainly Roman soldiers were not the only Roman men who engaged in rape or sexual assault; 

neither is it true that every soldier committed such acts.  Yet all soldiers were implicated in the 
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practice of raptus, regardless of individual self-restraint.  Still, it will be important to remember 

that, as Phang notes, “the extent to which Roman soldiers raped or sexually harassed women 

(and boys)… is even more indeterminable than the prevalence of prostitution.”
381

 

 Unlike modern strictures against rape as an interpersonal violation of bodily integrity and 

personal choice, prohibitions against sexual assault in Roman culture were based on status.  In 

short, those of higher status had more protections and recourse to legal remedy than those of 

lower status – including the poor, provincial non-citizens, slaves, and prostitutes.  Roman law did 

not consider mutual consent to be a mitigating factor, but instead, as Phang notes: “in regular 

stuprum of a Roman citizen woman or a boy, the active partner (stuprator) could be punished, 

since he had corrupted the chastity of the woman or violated the sexual integrity of the boy.”
382

  

In these cases, the family of the violated could seek legal remedy in the courts.  In the case of 

slaves, a different set of criteria applied: that of iniuria (outrage, injury), wherein the owner of a 

harassed or violated slave could prosecute for violation of his property.
383

   

 On certain occasions, stuprum of provincial women was a proximate cause for revolt.  

Tacitus (Ann. 14.31) reports that upon the death of the Iceni king Prasutagus, “his daughters were 

violated” (filae stupor violate sunt), his wife and recent widow Boudicca whipped, and the 

kingdom “pillaged by centurions” and veterans from a recently settled colony.  These acts 

provoked such anger among the Iceni and surrounding tribes that the entire province of Britain 

rose in revolt.   

 The other aspect of sexual violation has more direct connections to the acts of soldiers 

during warfare.  Ancient historians, according to Ziolkowski, assume that raptus (verb: rapere) 

occurs in the course of military conquest; they use the term diripio to describe soldiers’ sacking 
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of cities, and this included looting, arson, killing, enslavement, and sexual violence once the 

walls were breached and the defenders defeated.
 384

  He writes: “the fact that sexual violence was 

inherently contained in the semantic field of diripio is of utmost importance for discerning the 

decisive connotation of the term in the context of sacking cities, i.e. the ravagers’ freedom of 

action.”
385

  The terror of diripio is described by Josephus (JW 6.403-408, 414-434) in the Roman 

sack of Jerusalem: when the city is captured, it is looted and burned, thousands are killed and 

enslaved, and soldiers caught up in the heat of battle have free reign to do what they will to the 

inhabitants.  In the immediate aftermath of the war these events would have created an indelible 

impression in those who lived through it and survived – associating Roman soldiers with sexual 

violation, slavery, and death.  In the years that followed, such impressions would have been 

solidified into the communal memory of all who heard tell of it, including Jewish followers of 

Jesus in nearby places such as Matthew’s community in Antioch and the surrounding region.   

 While there were occasions when soldiers were seemingly allowed free reign to conduct 

savage acts, there were also limitations on such behavior from commanding officers and social 

values.  Phang argues that “it is unlikely that the Roman commanders or emperors directly 

ordered or condoned [rape and sexual assault] as a policy of terror, especially when it was likely 

to arouse a revolt.”
386

  For this reason, “most soldiers were probably restrained by their 

superiors; at least, they confined sexual molestation to ‘safe’ women – especially prostitutes and 

those with the reputation of prostitutes (entertainers, waitresses).” 
387

  While in many cases the 

values of Roman hegemonic masculinity were a contributing factor in the actions of men in 

relation to women, in some cases it might serve as a reason for self-restraint.  Polybius (Hist. 
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21.38) recounts the story of a Roman centurion who raped a captured woman named Chiomara, 

the wife of a Galatian chieftain, and then arranged her ransom for a sum of gold.
388

  When 

Chiomara was brought to the exchange, she showed manly courage by exacting justice / revenge 

on the centurion – ordering her tribesman to kill him, and then bringing his head to her husband.  

For Polybius and his Roman audience, the events served as warning for men not to lose self-

control, giving in to hedonism and greed.  For Chiomara and unnumbered women like her, when 

raptus was unavoidable, it could only be responded to after the fact. 

 Finally, it is difficult to know how Roman soldiers changed their behavior when the 

conquest of a territory was complete and pacification under imperial rule began.  For this reason, 

Phang concludes that “to what extent provinces remained on a wartime footing, the Roman army 

an army of occupation, soldiers and civilians alienated from and hostile to one another; in these 

regions soldiers’ rape and sexual harassment of civilians seem more likely than in provinces 

where soldiers and civilians were friendly.”
389

 

 Thus far I have described a number of possible associations between local women and 

male soldiers that center around social relationships and sexual activity.  It can be rightfully 

asked if such heterosexual relationships were the only outlet for Roman soldiers, and how local 

populations of men, male slaves, and young boys negotiated such practices.  Phang argues that, 

just as in the rest of Roman society, “imperial Roman soldiers were permitted to have 

homosexual relations with male slaves and prostitutes…. Whether soldiers were permitted to 

have sexual relations with each other, or whether this was punished, is far more obscure; it seems 
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such practices were punished in the mid-Republic, but evidence from the Principate is 

lacking.”
390

 

 In contrast to modern discussions of sexual identity as the guiding factor in choice of 

sexual partners, cultural and behavioral norms in Roman society centered on the values of virtus 

(manliness, valor) and imperium (rule over self and others) through which masculine control and 

dominion could be expressed in a variety of ways.
391

  Thus an elite Roman male could choose 

sexual partners that included women (as described above), male slaves, or male prostitutes, so 

long as the Roman male was not the passive partner.
392

  How prevalent such relationships were is 

almost impossible to measure, due to a lack of literary and archaeological evidence – although 

there were a large percentage of male slaves owned by soldiers, who were present in a variety of 

capacities in and around the military camp.
393

  As to relationships between soldiers themselves, 

Phang again points to a lack of evidence: there are scattered references to such relationships from 

Republican Rome, but few if any from the imperial period.
394

  Republican soldiers could be 

punished for such actions if caught, but discipline of imperial soldiers seems lacking, although 

such soldiers likely would have encountered social “opprobrium.”
395

  Phang concludes that “the 

issue may have become less relevant as the… Principate’s soldiers, in stationary camps, had 

more access to women, to male slaves, and to prostitutes of either sex; sexual relations between 

soldiers may only have come up if a soldier was very young or effeminate in appearance.”
396
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 Besides these social relationships, which took place on an interpersonal level, there were 

also ways that the elite made use of male slave prostitution to advance their own interests while 

reinforcing the relationships of power in imperial society.  A.B. Bosworth suggests that 

Vespasian, based on a comment in Suetonius (Vespasian 4.3) that identifies the future emperor 

as a mulio, was a trader in eunuch slaves.
397

  Vespasian’s nickname derived from “the slave 

dealer’s business [which] was in part to produce human mules, males who were sterile.”
398

  

These trafficked boys, “if they were doctored after the onset of puberty” by surgeons working for 

the slave traders, would retain their ability for sexual vigor for a time.
399

  These eunuchs were 

apparently popular with elite men and women as sexual partners, and expensive; the emperor 

Nero “may even have popularized… [and] inspired members of the upper classes… to follow his 

example, in which case the demand for quality eunuchs might have increased sharply – at a time 

when Vespasian was active in the trade.”
400

  Thus Vespasian, in the years following his 

governorship in Africa (62 CE) and just before receiving from Nero overall command of the 

campaign in Judea (67 CE), was improving his financial situation in the most sordid yet lucrative 

manner available: the purchase, castration, and sale of enslaved boys for the sexual use of 

Roman aristocrats.  This may appear to be a minor point in the history of Roman rule during the 

last half of the first century CE.  More than a footnote, however, the possibility of Vespasian’s 

personal involvement in the creation and sale of eunuch slaves for the sexual pleasure of elite 

Roman society serves to underscore that the networks of social power in the empire were 

designed to function for the benefit of the ruling elite, rather than the common people.  
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 I conclude this section with a general observation: that the experience of marginality 

experienced by women in various kinds of relationships with soldiers – from conubium 

(‘wife’/marriage) to ancilla (slave) to meretrix (prostitute) – would have been especially relevant 

to members of Matthew’s community, whose members also appear to have experienced social 

and economic marginalization.  Matthew’s Jesus addresses such people in the Sermon on the 

Mount (5:1-12ff.), calling them blessed (maka,rioj) and including them in God’s Empire, 

although the gospel is also ambivalent – and silent on several dimensions of the interactions of 

women and soldiers described above.  When we remember the number of Jewish women 

enslaved following the war with Rome, and the deep connection Matthew’s community had with 

the Jewish population of Judea and the surrounding area, the experience of marginalization 

becomes especially relevant.  This is not to suggest that Matthew’s audience and the ‘wives,’ 

female and male slaves, and prostitutes of Syrian Roman soldiers are the same.  Nevertheless, 

there may well have been some overlap, as all women (and marginalized men) would have had 

to negotiate the ambiguous and sometimes fraught experiences that accompanied provincial 

interactions with soldiers. 

 

5. Ideology of Empire 

 To this point in the chapter, I have argued that provincial residents in Syria had to 

contend and negotiate with the Roman military as its soldiers constructed and maintained 

imperial power in a variety of ways.  Residents negotiated Roman military presence in the active 

deployment of soldiers, through in-kind taxes on agricultural crops and financial responsibility 

for the development of infrastructure (roads and bridges), and in a variety of social relationships 

(some positive, some negative).  Much of this discussion has elaborated on the implementation 
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of the structures of imperial rule; but just as important were the ideas, thinking, and justifications 

the Romans gave for creating, expanding, and maintaining their empire – what we may call 

imperial ideology.  Mann argues that ideological power is one of the four networks of social 

power; like other networks, it is an “institutional means of attaining human goals,” valued for its 

efficacy to achieve social purposes by those who deploy it.
401

  For the Romans, the use of 

ideological tools was not only a way of thinking and expressing values, but also a set of 

techniques by which empire was created and maintained.
402

  This ideology of empire was 

promulgated through the use of words, symbolic imagery, and space in a variety of media, 

including architecture, coinage, sculpture, and literature. 

 The Roman ideology of empire comes into focus clearly in the reign of Augustus, when 

the first emperor had emerged victorious from the civil wars that ended the Roman Republic and 

began to promote his rule as a golden age of peace, liberty, concord, and prosperity.  Examples 

appear in Rome, for instance, where Augustus built the Ara Pacis (Altar of Peace) on the edge of 

the field of Mars, the traditional mustering grounds for Roman armies outside the city walls.  The 

monument was carved with reliefs of the imperial family, offering sacrifices of thanksgiving, 

tying imperial rule to the favor of the gods, and linking peace and prosperity for the Roman 

people to the emperor, his family, and his rule.
403

  When Augustus died, he had an account of his 

reign memorialized in the Res Gestae Divi Augusti (Acts of the Divine Augustus); these were 

recorded on bronze tables in his mausoleum, with copies made for distribution and public display 

throughout the empire.
404

  Another ideological tool that assisted in the construction of empire 

was the Aeneid, an epic poem written by Augustus’ friend and court poet Virgil about the 
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founding of Rome.  In Aeneid 1.279 Virgil offers words from the mouth of Jupiter that proclaim 

divine sanction for and the inevitability of Rome’s empire: “For these I set no bounds in space or 

time; but have given empire without end.”
405

  As a written work, copies of the Aeneid could be – 

and were – distributed across the empire, becoming part of the educational curriculum among 

elite members of society.
406

  The imperial message of peace, prosperity, and rule by divine 

sanction was continued and elaborated upon by subsequent emperors until the time of Nero, 

when the Julio-Claudian line ended under the dark accusations of tyranny and the emperor’s 

forced suicide.
407

 

 After the tumult and insecurity of the civil war that brought Vespasian to the throne in 69 

CE, imperial ideology was employed by the new emperor in a very specific way: to declare his 

right to rule through military power, to legitimize his reign in relation to those of his 

predecessors, and to solidify the rule of the Flavian family.  As with Augustus and previous 

emperors, the ideology of Flavian rule was expressed in a variety of media, including public 

monuments, literature, and coinage.  The first of Vespasian’s architectural monuments was the 

Templum Pacis (Temple/Precinct of Peace), built in Rome from 71-75 CE, and consciously 

connected to the Ara Pacis and all that it represented.
408

  The Templum was a square outdoor 

green space (134 x 137 meters) enclosed by a portico and wall, with rectangular rooms along the 

southeast side.  It featured an altar, famous Greek sculptures, and a series of decorative fountains 
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or large gardens (only concrete foundations remain).
409

  In his own work, The Jewish War (itself 

an ideological tool by which the empire was propagated), Josephus (JW 7.159-162) records that 

the “vessels of gold” (crusa/ kataskeua,smata) from the Jerusalem Temple were displayed in the 

Templum Pacis, following Vespasian’s triumphal parade of these sacred treasures through the 

city in 71 CE.
410

  The Templum was dedicated to the goddess Pax, whose statue likely stood in 

the centermost room, and whose blessing was invoked after the military victories of Vespasian’s 

legions.
411

 

 A second monument begun under Vespasian in 70 CE, and completed after his death by 

Titus in 80 CE, was the Flavian Amphitheater, known today as the Colosseum.  This large 

double theater (189 x 156 meters in footprint, and 48 meters high) contained representations of 

Roman power and glory: statues of gods, heroes, and golden shields adorned the facility.
 412

  The 

construction was financed by the looting of Judea and Jerusalem, including the Temple, as one 

version of the (reconstructed) dedicatory inscription reads:  

Imperator Caesar Vespasian Augustus  

ordered the New Amphitheater to be built…  

[paid for] by the proceeds of war spoils.
413
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For centuries the Amphitheater served as a landmark that shaped the urban fabric of Rome, and it 

continues to communicate as it was designed to: as a testament to imperial power, glory, and 

longevity. 

 A third monument that employed this same imperial ideology is the Arch of Titus, 

completed after his death by Domitian in 82 CE, and designed to communicate again the Flavian 

family’s glory, honor, and right to rule based on military victory in Judea.
414

  It is here that the 

famous images of Roman soldiers carrying off the golden lampstands (menorah), trumpets, and 

other treasures from the Temple were sculpted (See Chapter 2, Figure 2.); these are images of the 

Triumphal parade celebrated in 71 CE and described so vividly by Josephus (JW 7.116-157).
415

  

At the top of the Arch there is a carved relief of the recently deceased Titus looking over the 

shoulders of a flying Roman eagle; this represents his apotheosis – the act of transformation in 

which a human joins the divine pantheon.
416

 

 Besides the building of monuments and literature that promoted dynastic history, the 

Flavian administration used the medium of coinage to similar ideological purpose and effect.  In 

a similar vein as Mann’s overlapping networks of social power (here, economic and ideological), 

Carlos Noreña views Roman coins as “commodities in which two different regimes of value, the 

economic and the symbolic converged and reinforced one another.”
417

  Before and during the 

time in which Matthew was likely written, the Flavian emperors minted coins in Antioch and 

elsewhere that circulated throughout the east.  Jane Cody classifies these coins into four types: 
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(1) provincial capta (‘captured province’); (2) supplicatio (‘supplication’); (3) adoratio 

(‘adoration’), and (4) provincia restituta (‘restored province’).
418

  The capta type, in particular, 

projects images of Roman control, in which “the provincial is represented as utterly defeated and 

the conqueror all powerful.”
419

  One such coin minted in Caesarea in 70-81 CE features the head 

of Titus on the obverse; the reverse is inscribed with a palm tree (representing Judea) and a 

woman, seated and bound – a caption identifies her as Judaea Capta (“Judea Captive”), a 

representation of the Jewish people.
420

  Davina Lopez points out the gendered representation of 

the conquered Jewish people in the capta coins, in which a female personification of the land is 

often pictured as subdued by the emperor, dressed as a Roman general: these are the “basic 

imperial power relations: dominant and subordinate, active and passive... using gendered bodies 

both to show the differences between the conquerors and conquered and to communicate social 

superiority and inferiority… Allusions to penetration and domination emphasize and reinforce 

his prowess.”
421

  As with other forms of ideological messaging that sought to tie the Flavians 

with prior elements of Augustan rule, Cody notes that “after the Augustan period, the barbarian 

capta type disappears from Roman coinage… [but] reappears in the very first year of 

Vespasian’s rule (69-70 CE), and recurs in numerous variations throughout his reign and the 

reigns of his two sons.”
422

  Thus imperial coinage, paid to soldiers, circulated in markets among 

provincial traders, artisans and farmers, returned in taxes by villages, towns and individuals, 
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fulfilled its purpose of strengthening Roman economic transactions while also promoting the 

ideology of empire and its rulers. 

 Besides these specific examples of ideological communication, there were other ways in 

which the ideology of empire was transmitted in the daily encounters between provincial 

residents and Roman soldiers.  The forms of this communication were varied, and included 

verbal and non-verbal, symbolic elements.  Some of the ways in which provincial residents 

encountered and were forced to negotiate with Roman ideology have been described above: 

Roman soldiers saluting the sun and emperor at dawn; stationing of soldiers in cities and towns; 

construction of military bases; paved roads with mile markers; toll booths and tax collection; 

Roman coins; and victory parades celebrating the triumph of Roman forces in Judea (including 

the execution of Jewish captives).  Other situations in which provincial residents encountered 

Roman ideology included visual representations of dominance in Roman soldiers’ uniforms and 

equipment (e.g. red tunics; the soldiers’ cingulum or belt; decorated helmets, armor, shields; 

standards with imperial iconography);
423

 use of Latin language in official documents; the Roman 

calendar, including month names, holidays, and religious observances (including birthdays of the 

imperial family); celebration of the imperial cult;
 424

 and the settlement of veterans colonies.
425

   

 All of these examples illustrate Mann’s contention, and the argument of this section: that 

ideological power organizes human experience by providing meaning, offering norms of 
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behavior and belief, and promoting ritual practices that serve the ends of those promulgating 

them.
426

  In this case, elite Roman power holders (emperors) and their allies and agents (the 

Senate, local elites, soldiers, poets, architects and builders, mint workers) used a variety of 

techniques and media to deploy messages that constructed and maintained the ideology of 

empire, supporting and reinforcing their power and rule.  

 

6. Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have argued that the people of Syria negotiated various expression of 

Roman military power, including (1) the threat and use of violence by Roman military forces; (2) 

the collection of taxes, including grain and agricultural products, labor for road building, and 

coin; (3) the challenge of social relationships, especially those between soldiers and local 

women; and (4) the pressure to accept and accede to the messages of imperial ideology.  All of 

these experiences together provide a context in which to read Matthew’s gospel, and an 

understanding of the constant, daily negotiation that Matthew’s audience would have had to 

make to live in the Roman province of Syria.  They have set the stage for the second part of this 

work, in which I will argue that a variety of Matthean texts engage some of these common 

experiences of provincial residents interacting with the power of the Roman empire and its 

military forces.  In particular scenes, the Gospel constructs and negotiates Roman military 

power. 
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Part 2 

 

Chapter 4 

 

Coping with the Danger from Roman Rulers: 

Herod and Antipas 

(Matthew 2:1-23; 14:1-12) 

 
 

Caesar… convened the Senate… presented Herod and dwelt on the services 

rendered by his father and his own goodwill towards the Roman people…. These 

words stirred the Senate, and when Antony came forward and said that with a 

view to the war with Parthia it was expedient that Herod should be king, the 

proposal carried unanimously.  The meeting was dissolved and Antony and 

Caesar left the senate-house with Herod between them, preceded by the consuls 

and the other magistrates, as they went to offer sacrifice and to lay up the decree 

in the Capitol.  On this, the first day of his reign, Herod was given a banquet by 

Antony. 

      Josephus Jewish War 1.283-285
427
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1. Introduction 

 In Part 2 of this work I move the focus from a discussion of some of what we know about 

imperial structures and expressions of Roman military power in the region of Syria to specific 

texts in the gospel of Matthew.  There are a number of scenes throughout the gospel in which 

Matthew portrays Jesus and his followers as having to negotiate the military power of the Roman 

Empire.  These scenes will be discussed in this and the following chapters, and offer a 

perspective that has been neglected by other commentators, namely, the ways in which Matthew 

constructs and negotiates Roman military power.  In this chapter I address two scenes, Matthew 

2:1-23 and 14:1-12, which portray constructions of and negotiations with Roman military power.  

This threat is embodied in the persons of two rulers: Herod and his son Herod Antipas, who hold 

the power of life and death over their subjects.  In Matthew, both rulers order soldiers to carry 

out violence against their citizens (the children of Bethlehem and John the Baptist); both scenes 

are constructions and negotiations of Roman military power.  Both stories foreshadow and set 

the stage for a final showdown between Jesus and the Roman authorities, which is told at the end 

of the gospel. 

 

2. The Danger from Herod (Matt 2:1-23) 

a. Directing, Avoiding, and Suffering Roman Power 

 The first scene which sets forth negotiations of military power is found in Matthew 2:1-

23, where Jesus’ parents are forced to flee with him from Bethlehem in Judaea to seek safety in 

Egypt.  Matthew establishes a threatening mood here that hangs like a dark cloud over the entire 

scene (and the gospel narrative as a whole) by naming the machinations of Herod, Rome’s client 

king.  Readers see Herod in action as a ruler who commands soldiers into action against his 
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citizens.  After learning of a possible threat to his rule – the birth of a rival “king of the Jews” 

(2:2) – Herod’s goal is to eliminate any nascent kings who might be revealed by heavenly signs 

or the words of the prophets.  When his would-be informants (the Magi) do not produce the 

necessary intelligence for a discreet assault on the infant Jesus and his family (2:7-8, 12), Herod 

takes a more heavy-handed approach.  In a simple phrase of understated horror, Matthew writes 

that Herod “sent and killed” (avpostei,laj avnei/len) all the male children of Bethlehem (2:16).  

This action is described with two verbs that place full responsibility for the killing on Herod: 

avpostei,laj is a nominative, masculine, singular, aorist active participle and avnei/len is an aorist, 

active, indicative, 3
rd

 person singular verb.  Matthew does not state directly, but elliptically, that 

Herod’s soldiers are the ones who carry out his order of indiscriminate killing.  At the same time, 

Joseph and Mary are not defenseless in this threatening scene; they have divine protection 

revealed through a dream warning that they must escape (2:13) and another dream of guidance in 

which God tells them it is time to return (2:22).   

 The scene itself is a negotiation of Roman power.  I am interested in how each of the 

characters contends with and negotiates the threat of violence woven into the imperial system.  

Herod, as will be shown below, is a full participant – his power derives from the backing of the 

Roman military, and he is willing to use violence to maintain his political power.  Those who fall 

into Herod’s orbit have varying responses.  The leaders and people of Jerusalem are “frightened” 

or “troubled” (tara,ssw) by a heavenly sign that might signal a change in the ruling regime.  The 

verb tara,ssw can have a sense of political unrest, especially in the passive voice which Matthew 

uses in 2:3 (evtara,cqh).
428

  This may not be evident in many English translations, but underscores 
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the imperial context which Matthew’s characters inhabit.  The leaders of Jerusalem foster an 

opposition to Jesus among the crowds who gather around him that grows throughout the gospel 

(23:29-39), culminating with a plot to arrest and kill him (26:3-4), and public calls to the Roman 

governor for him to be crucified (27:12-26).
429

 

 In contrast to this opposition, the Magi travel to Bethlehem to worship Jesus as the newly 

born “king of the Jews” (2:2, 10-11).  After asking a foolish question (2:2) that causes distress in 

Jerusalem (2:3) and precipitates the events that follow, the Magi wisely avoid entanglement in 

Herod’s plot, despite his best attempts to ensnare them (2:7-8), when they heed a dream warning 

(from God) to leave Bethlehem by a safer road (2:12).  Joseph also receives a warning from a 

divine messenger, prompting him and Mary to take the newborn Jesus and flee to Egypt, where 

they escape the effects of Herod’s order, a bloodbath called rightly in Christian tradition ‘the 

slaughter of the innocent’ (2:13-15).
430

 

 Finally, the people of Bethlehem, whose male children are killed by Herod’s soldiers, are 

unable to avoid the indiscriminate use of military power, and suffer for it.  The results of this 

killing on the mothers and fathers of Bethlehem are expressed in Matthew’s quotation from 

Jeremiah 31:15:“A voice was heard… wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her 

children… because they are no more” (2:19).  Yet Matthew also does not to address two 

important moral and theological questions.  The first question is why Herod is able to act with 

seeming impunity.  The scene in 2:1-23 offers no direct criticism of Herod, who is clearly 

culpable for the killing.  Even close to a century after Herod’s death, Matthew’s characterization 
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of the king is what points to his moral failing – rather than a more direct approach taken by some 

biblical prophets with whom Matthew is clearly familiar.
431

  One reason for this may lie in 

Matthew’s own context: he has need for circumspection and a certain degree of opaqueness 

when negotiating the power of rulers in his own day.  Another reason also appears to be 

Matthew’s intention to craft a story in which God’s Messiah is both protected by divine favor 

and fulfills Matthew’s reading of scripture (c.f. 2:5-6, 15, 18), which seeks to draw connections 

to the birth and rescue of Moses from the hand of Pharaoh (Exod. 1:22ff.).
432

  This intention also 

answers the second question which Matthew does not address: one of theodicy.  Matthew’s 

portrayal of God’s involvement on behalf of Jesus implies that similar action could have been 

taken towards the children of Bethlehem.  And God’s lack of action regarding the murdered 

innocent raises the question of divine culpability or inability to act.  Matthew does not dwell on 

these questions; depicting instead a situation in which God’s intervention is limited and focused 

on Jesus.
433

 

 Sadly – or perhaps realistically – when Matthew’s readers encounter the results of 

Herod’s orders in this scene, they are left with a feeling of dread: even the innocent often cannot 

avoid the effects of politically motivated military violence, which emperors, governors, and 

kings can order at any time through their soldiers.  At the same time, Matthew’s readers are also 

shown a slender ray of hope: God’s Messiah has been born, and God’s protection allows him to 

avoid the power of empire, finding safety until the time is right for his public work to begin, even 

though that work will upset the elites who will conspire to kill him. 
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 As will be seen below and in subsequent chapters, Matthew’s portrayal of various 

characters serves to build and emphasize recurring themes throughout the gospel.  Through this 

characterization Matthew’s scene suggests a variety of strategies by which readers may cope 

with the power and threat of the Roman Empire.  In the pages that follow I describe more fully 

the ways in which Matthew depicts the power of Herod and Antipas, who as Roman agents are 

supported by, enmeshed in, and in alignment with Roman networks of power, especially the 

power of the Roman military as the basis of their rule over the Jewish people.  I show the 

implications for people who must contend with these rulers and seek to avoid the danger of their 

self-benefitting use of military power.  I also address the comments of previous scholars, many 

of which are insightful, but few of which attend to the dimensions of military imperial power 

which are the focus of this work. 

 

b. Approaches to the Dangers Represented by Herod 

 Many scholars acknowledge Herod’s connection to elite Roman power brokers such as 

Marcus Antonius, for whom the Fortress Antonia adjacent to the Temple was named, and 

Octavius (Caesar Augustus), the first Roman emperor.  Yet Matthean scholarship – focused on 

Matthew’s theological / christological claims and the relationship between the Matthean 

community, a synagogue, and nascent rabbinic Judaism – has tended to downplay or relegate to 

the background Herod’s political connections and reliance on Roman military power as the basis 

for his reign.  This is especially true when providing commentary on Matthew 2:1-23, a scene in 

which Matthew depicts Herod ordering the killing of young male children in Bethlehem. 

 Craig Keener, for example, acknowledges that “Herod… was widely known to have 

achieved rule by warfare and politics, not by birth” and, because he “had rewarded prophets who 
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appeared to validate his reign… one can understand just what sort of threat the Magi’s 

announcement represented to him.”
434

  Keener assumes a historical scene when imagining a 

scenario in which “Herod could even have personally dispatched soldiers from his fortress-

palace called the Herodium (on which see Jos. JW 1.419-20)… this fortress was four miles 

southeast of Bethlehem and visible from there.  The event is thus neither historically documented 

nor historically implausible.”
435

  At the same time, Keener stops short of a full discussion of 

Herod’s place in and connections to imperial networks, preferring to characterize Herod’s 

actions as “paranoid brutality”
436

 in line with descriptions found in Josephus of political 

assassinations of family members carried out under Herod’s orders (JW 1.437, 550-551, 1.664-

665; Ant. 16.394; 17.187).  Likewise Keener argues that Matthew seeks to address the “spiritual 

complacency” of Jewish leaders when faced with the birth of Jesus the Messiah,
437

 and that 

Matthew’s literary intention is to connect Jesus to the story of Moses in Exodus 2.
438

  

Additionally, he neglects ways in which other characters negotiate Herod’s violent power. 

 Rather than reading the text as a negotiation with Roman military power, there has been a 

tendency among scholars to read the gospel scene as a historical report with primarily religious 

or theological concerns, and relegating any commentary on the imperial context of Herod’s reign 

to the background or to silence.  Besides Keener, scholars such as Raymond Brown prefer to 

discuss questions of christology, noting the connection between the events in 2:1-18 and 

Matthew’s messianic genealogy and birth of Jesus in 1:1-25.
439

  W.D. Davies and Dale Allison 

argue that Matthew’s purpose is to contrast the misrule of Herod with the divinely-favored rule 
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of the Davidic Messiah.
440

  Graham Stanton, likewise, focuses on the hostility between Jesus and 

the Jewish leaders (at Matt. 2:1-6; 9:34; 21:9 and 15), including Herod as one such power broker 

who opposes Jesus throughout the gospel.
441

  Stanton is typical in framing the conflict in 

theological terms: “they perceive the Davidic Messiah to be a threat.  Matthew hints (but does 

not explain fully) that their understanding of Messiahship is faulty.”
442

  This focus on the 

religious or theological purpose of Matthew, seemingly divorced from its imperial context and 

the realities of Roman military power, is perhaps a byproduct of 20
th

 century scholarship in 

which religious concerns were framed as a special category of inquiry, divorced from other fields 

such as politics or history.  Such approaches may acknowledge and show an awareness of 

Herod’s ruthlessness as a political operator, but tend to read his orders against the children of 

Bethlehem as motivated by theological issues and connected to his psychology, based on 

Matthew’s and Josephus’ descriptions of his fear and paranoia.  They do not, as a general rule, 

address the structural factors and personnel of the imperial context in which Matthew’s work was 

written.  Nor do they address the ways in which Matthew contributes to his context by presenting 

a scene in which elite power brokers order soldiers to kill infants in order to maintain the 

imperial system and their position within it. 

 Another tendency amongst Matthean scholars has been to approach the gospel from the 

perspective of ethnicity, which in 2:1-23 leads to questions about the purpose and identity of the 

Magi.  Ulrich Luz characterizes the history of interpretation of the passage as one that has lifted 

up both christological and soteriological motifs, and in which the Magi are viewed as 

representative of later followers of Jesus: “For the [early] church, the presupposition for this 
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story was God’s turning to the Gentiles, the experiences of (its own?) preservation from the 

blows of (Jewish?) enemies, the knowledge of Jesus’ victory over worldly powers.”
443

  This was 

true from the time of Origen and Augustine, insofar as the “salvation-history interpretation [that] 

focused on the Gentile mission… [saw] in the magi the… primitiae gentium” and “figures with 

whom the Christian readers can identify.”
444

  Stanton picks up the thread of ethnicity as 

important to readership among a Gentile audience: through Matthew’s characterization of the 

Magi, implied readers are “encouraged to identify with the wise men who come to worship 

Jesus, but end up ‘fleeing’ from the machinations of Herod.”
445

  Davies and Allison, likewise, 

describe the “sharp contrast between the Jewish elite (represented by Herod and all of Jerusalem 

and the chief priests and scribes) on the one hand and the gentile world (represented by the magi) 

on the other – a contrast which fits Matthew’s interest in universal mission and his 

disappointment in the Jewish people, especially their leaders.”
446

  The question of ethnicity, 

shaped in theological terms, has opened a discussion concerning the life experiences of the 

Matthean community, but in a limited fashion.  It is more concerned about the degree of 

inclusion of Gentile readers among the community Jesus-followers and their relationship with 

synagogues and nascent rabbinic Judaism, and provides little argument about the efforts of either 

group to find and maintain a place in Roman imperial society. 
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 In contrast to those scholars just mentioned, there are others who attend to the 

implications of the imperial context and content of the scene.  J. Andrew Overman notes that 

Matthew 2:1-18 “initiates the conflict between Jesus and the local client political system that 

ultimately does him in…. By announcing the birth in this fashion in 2:1 (‘during the period of 

Herod the King’), Matthew makes plain the larger political picture into which the birth scene 

must be placed.”
447

  Beyond these specific observations, Overman is also aware of Matthew’s 

imperial context: 

The conflict presaged in the birth and early history of Jesus continued in the life 

and setting of Matthew’s church.  Indeed, the tension and crisis between 

Matthew’s community and local leaders was really a continuation of the conflict 

initiated at Jesus’ birth.  Two generations after the death of Jesus the relations 

between local political leaders, as well as the ubiquitous international force of the 

Roman Empire, remained a salient issue for the Matthean community…. Matthew 

connected the imperial political reality of Judea and Galilee in the first century 

with both the start and conclusion of his story.  Matthew believed local leaders 

had successfully enlisted the power of Rome to inhibit or destroy the movement 

gathered around Jesus.  Roman power and the realities that it posited locally serve 

as bookends to this Gospel and cast a shadow over the entire book.  Most 

commentaries on Matthew make virtually no mention of this important factor.  

Matthew’s story about Jesus and the author’s own community are sandwiched 

between these explicit and potent narratives – the birth and death of Jesus – which 

emphasize the contours of the day-to-day political realities of Matthew and his 

church…. The entire Gospel is played out within this abiding reality of Roman 

political power and local division and contention around those political 

realities.
448
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This argument is welcome; however, where Overman emphasizes the political aspects of Roman 

power (through local leaders, such as Herod) that Matthew’s community must contend with, I am 

interested in the ways in which the military power by which Rome expanded and maintained its 

political rule is constructed and negotiated in the Matthean scene. 

 I have argued in previous chapters that the framework of empire provides the context in 

which Matthew’s community lived and in which the Gospel was read and received.  Matthew’s 

portrayal of Jesus and his followers shows them to be at odds with those such as Herod, the chief 

priests, and scribes (2:4) who benefit from the system and are in favor of maintaining it.  As 

Warren Carter writes: “Jesus and the… [societal] leaders occupy very different places in the 

imperial world…. [They] are part of its power structure.  They represent its interests.  They like 

things the way they are.  Jesus has a very different set of values and social vision…. They 

understand his attempts to change it as an attack on their power, wealth, and status.”
449

  

In regard to the community of Matthew’s readers, Carter writes elsewhere that: 

There is a basic contrast between the urban elite, the powerful center which resists 

God’s purposes, and those marginal to that center (the magi, the town of 

Bethlehem) who encounter God’s purposes.  The magi model important 

dimensions of discipleship: their marginality, their discovery of God’s purposes, 

worship, faithfulness, and obedience to God’s purposes in the face of Herod’s 

actions.  The world of empire is a dangerous place for those who seek God’s 

purposes and respond positively to God’s initiatives…. It is to such an existence 

that the gospel calls its audience.
450

 

 

 Writing on the history of Herod, Richard Horsley argues that the Jewish people suffered 

under Herod’s rule because of the ways in which he exercised and maintained his power.  After 
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providing a cogent summary of Herod’s rise to power (“king by the grace of Rome, …he 

conquered the Jews with the help of Roman legions”
451

), Horsley rightly points to the economic 

burden that Herod’s rule placed upon the common people: 

Herod’s extraordinary expenditures for the massive building projects, the 

homages to Caesar, and the many impressive benefactions for foreign cities and 

imperial figures placed a heavy burden on the Jewish peasantry.  But they also 

compounded what were already inordinately large demands for tithes, tribute, and 

taxes…. [to support] court, army, multiple palaces, impregnable fortresses, 

building projects in Jerusalem such as the Temple… Herod was in fact bleeding 

his country and people to death.”
452

 

 

This situation continued well after the time of Herod – into Matthew’s own time, in which the 

economic burdens of living under Roman rule were borne heavily by those in Syria during the 

late first century CE.  I have described this burden in the previous chapter, and will return to it in 

the final section below. 

 Leaning on Josephus, Horsley goes on to describe the regime that Herod created as a 

“police state, complete with loyalty oaths, surveillance, informers, secret police, imprisonment, 

torture, and brutal retaliation against any serious dissent.”
453

  Herod’s reign was thus marked by 

practices of repression, occasions of popular resistance, repression, and reprisals – a “spiral of 

resistance” that often took on language of messianic expectation among groups who would 

“acclaim one of their number as ‘king’ [who would embody the struggle to] reclaim their 
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liberty.”
454

  It is this environment of “Herodian exploitation and tyranny,” Horsley concludes, 

which Matthew evokes when writing the scene of 2:1-23.
455

 

 To summarize, while much scholarship has neglected the realities of Roman imperial 

power in its interpretation of Matthew’s gospel, there is growing support for the approach that I 

advocate here – one which acknowledges and foregrounds the presence of Roman military 

power, the effects such power had on the general population, and the ways in which Matthew 

and his readers negotiated such realities.  It is to Matthew’s portrayal of this reality in 2:1-23 to 

which I now turn.
456

 

 

c. Negotiating the Military Violence of Herod’s Reign 

i. Herod, Leaders in Jerusalem & the Magi 

 In Matthew 2:1-23, the gospel writer portrays Herod, secure in his capital city, and with 

many resources at his disposal, confronted with news of a new and rival “king of the Jews” (2:1).  

The scene that Matthew creates is one in which Herod, as a client king and loyal ally of the 

Romans, uses military force as the final move in a series of escalating actions designed to protect 

his own position in the Roman world.  The appearance of a new king presents questions of 

legitimacy for Herod (who had been officially sanctioned as King of the Jews by the Roman 

Senate): either he has been unknowingly supplanted, or the newborn child is a pretender, whose 

claims must be diffused and eliminated.  Besides Herod, who fully participates in the 

perpetuation of the empire, there are several other groups of people in Matthew’s narrative who 
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must also negotiate its military power.  In this section I address the variety of ways in which 

these characters respond to the threat of military violence in the scene. 

 When the Magi arrive in Jerusalem, they come with news that a heavenly sign has 

revealed a newborn “king of the Jews” (basileu.j tw/n VIoudai,wn, 2:1).  They come to Jerusalem 

to confirm this birth, and to honor the newborn king, whose star they “observed… at its rising” 

(ei;domen… to.n avste,ra evn th/| avnatolh/|, 2:2).  There is one problem, however: the child is not 

Herod’s son – and when the king learns of the Magi’s inquiry (2:3) he reacts quickly to learn 

more about it.  (In contrast, readers of the gospel are already aware of the child’s identity, having 

read Matthew’s genealogy in 1:1-17 and the account of Jesus’ birth in 1:18-25.)  Many 

commentators make note of Herod’s response, of which Matthew writes: “When King Herod 

heard this, he was frightened (tara,ssw), and all Jerusalem with him” (2:3).
457

  But why is he 

troubled?  And what disturbance and unrest is the king afraid of?  Matthew does not say 

explicitly, but the way in which the narrative portrays Herod as fearful, conspiratorial, and 

violent highlights Matthew’s negative construction in this scene of imperially sanctioned military 

power – and offers the Gospel’s audience a narrative in which God, through Jesus, will address 

the problems that such power brings. 

 The first ways in which Matthew’s portrayal addresses the experiences of living in 

Roman-pacified territory (whether administered by governors of client rulers) assumes 

knowledge of the way in which the imperial system treated the rulers of its client states, and how 

such rulers were expected to act to remain in power.  As a young man, Herod himself was 

supported by the patronage of powerful Romans, including Marcus Antonius and Octavius 

Caesar (later the emperor Augustus), who sponsored his promotion before the Roman Senate and 
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his ratification as king of the Jews.
458

  The confirmation of Roman support for Herod was 

accompanied by military forces, which the Roman Senate authorized to back Herod’s campaign 

in 39-37 BCE to claim the throne.
459

  Roman support of client rulers could continue indefinitely 

so long as a client was successful in solicitation of patronage; Herod was effective at this, and 

held in good esteem by a series of Roman power-brokers throughout his long reign.
460

  Roman 

support could also be removed, if a client was ineffective or if the Romans decided for their own 

purposes to administer a client’s territory directly.  Examples of this include the removal of 

Herod’s son Archelaus in 6 CE
461

 and the annexation of Commagene in 72 CE cited in the 

previous chapter.
462

  In this environment, a ruler like Herod would always be vigilant to maintain 

good relations with his patrons so as to ensure that they would not choose another ruler to 

replace him.
463

   

 Herod was also vigilant about plots among members of the royal family, where various 

sons, wives, ex-wives, and courtiers were constantly jockeying for position, influence, and 
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inheritance (c.f. Josephus, JW 1.445-513).  Herod executed several family members, including 

his wife’s grandfather and brother (Josephus, JW 1.433-434, 437); wife Mariamne (JW 1.444); 

and sons Alexander, Aristobulus (JW 1.550-551), and Antipater (JW 1.664).
464

  These acts are 

often cited as examples of Herod’s unstable mental condition, but should instead be viewed as 

the ruthless application of imperial values and as Herod’s negotiation of Roman patronage.  

When Rome granted Herod the right and authority to rule, he determined to exercise it against all 

challengers. 

 Just how much, if any, of these details a Matthean audience might know is unclear.  But it 

is reasonable to claim that Matthew’s portrayal of Herod as plotting against the newborn Jesus as 

a potential threat to his rule, and using his soldiers to ruthlessly suppress such a potential 

challenger would ring true to the Gospel’s audience.  While Matthew’s audience did not have 

personal experience of living under the rule of Herod, his descendants ruled in Judea during the 

time in which the Gospel was likely written.  Moreover, the historical accounts of Josephus 

indicate that the character of Herod’s rule and his nature of his deeds could be known – including 

the ways in which he established and maintained his position as a loyal friend of Rome backed 

by military power.  Awareness of such historical actions enhances an audience’s engagement 

with Matthew’s scene. 

 The second way in which Matthew portrays the nature of imperially-sanctioned power is 

in Herod’s view of the infant Jesus.  The Magi identify Jesus as one “who has been born king of 

the Jews” and they declare they have come to “pay him homage” (Matt 2:2).  Matthew’s 

audience would likely recognize immediately the problem with the Magi’s statements: the 

newborn child has not been sanctioned as a ruler by Roman patrons.  From Herod’s perspective, 

therefore, the child must be a pretender and a threat to his Roman-backed kingship and rule. 

                                                      
464
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 Historically, there were many such instances during Herod’s reign in which the king and 

his soldiers dealt harshly with those who contested or would not submit to the Roman power 

embodied by his rule.  Prior to his reign as king, Herod’s first act when appointed governor of 

Galilee was (with the help of his soldiers) to capture and kill a bandit-chief (avrcilh|sth,j) named 

Ezekias, along with many other bandits (Josephus, JW 1.204).
465

  Later, during the campaign to 

secure his rule, Herod’s opponents fought against him in Galilee: conducting asymmetrical 

warfare, they retreated to caves and marshes in the wilderness in which they could find a safe 

place for their families while continuing to oppose and harass Herod’s forces in a variety of ways 

(Josephus, JW 1.304, 309-314).  To defeat this resistance, Herod “killed a large number of the 

rebels, besieged and destroyed all their fortresses, and imposed on the towns, as a penalty for 

their defection, a fine of a hundred talents” (Josephus, JW 1.316 [Thackeray, LCL]).  Following 

this fighting, Herod commanded his soldiers in action north of Jerusalem, where they “ravaged 

the enemy’s territory, subdued five small towns, slew two thousand of their inhabitants, [and] set 

fire to their houses” (Josephus, JW 1.334 [Thackeray, LCL]).  At the end of Herod’s reign, a 

group of Jews whom Josephus calls “insurrectionists” (dhmotikh, tij evpana,stasij) climbed a gate 

of the Jerusalem Temple to tear down golden statues of Roman eagles.  Herod’s soldiers arrested 

them quickly, and Josephus (JW 1.648-655) describes the result of Herod’s furious anger 

(u`perbolh.n ovrgh/j): the two religious teachers who called for the action and the forty young men 

who perpetuated the deed were burned to death; others were simply “turned over to his 

executioners.”   

 In light of these historical accounts, Matthew’s portrayal of Herod as a king who is 

concerned about a child whom others claim as king would ring true for the Gospel’s audience.  

Matthew’s characterization of Herod’s ruthlessness is both typical for him and for any ruler in 
                                                      
465
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the Roman imperial system: he must view any claimant as a potential source of instability and 

insurrection, and deal with such people swiftly and harshly so as to maintain his power and 

position, as well as the stability of the imperial system as a whole. 

 Matthew’s scene exposes Herod’s strategies in securing his own position in the imperial 

system.  After learning about the birth of a rival king, Herod’s first action is to call upon his 

allies for support, advice, and counsel.  Matthew characterizes Herod and “all Jerusalem with 

him” as filled with fear at the Magi’s news (2:3); but, working together, Herod musters leaders of 

the people – chief priests and scribes – to help him maintain the stability of the kingdom (2:4).  

 Beyond Matthew’s brief portrayal, the historical Herod had an extensive network of 

relationships with the chief priests and scribes in his kingdom.  Peter Richardson points out how 

closely linked the ruling priests were to Herod, who had replaced the Hasmonean high priestly 

families with those of his own choosing: “he created his own ruling elite… members of his 

extended family took on that role; it appears that there were transfers in land ownership and 

social dislocation that were likely the result of shifts in wealth and power… In short, a 

transformation of the upper layers of society was underway.”
466

  These elite leaders were more 

than simple functionaries of the administration; they comprised a retainer class that was invested 

in maintaining the imperial system and their own self-benefitting position within it.
467

   

 Thus, although Matthew’s audience (living, perhaps, in Antioch rather than Jerusalem 

and after the destruction of the Temple) would not have been directly impacted by the actions of 

Herod’s Temple leaders, Matthew’s portrayal would likely reflect their own experiences in 

which elite members of society collaborated and conspired to maintain their positions and power.  

Matthew’s characterization of priests and scribes working alongside the king would not be 
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surprising – nor would their informing the king about scriptural traditions regarding a ruler 

(h`gou,menoj) who will come from Bethlehem (according to Micah 5:2), nor would the king’s use 

of such information against such a potential threat.
468

 

 Armed with new information, Matthew next depicts Herod seeking to ensnare the Magi 

in his intrigues and machinations.  Matthew 2:7 describes how the king “secretly called” [la,qra 

kale,saj] the astrologers together to learn more about the child’s birth: “the exact time when the 

star had appeared” reveals the birth date – a fact that will soon effect the residents of Bethlehem 

in a dreadful way.  As with dependence on Roman military forces, Matthew’s portrayal of 

Herod’s secret gathering of information and back room plotting for the purposes of control 

would be a widely known practice and typical behavior for client rulers in the Roman Empire. 

 In the later Empire, Roman emperors and governors employed a special category of 

soldier called frumentarii, who served as collectors of information, spies, and informants among 

local populations.
469

  This practice was not new, however, predating the second century 

(although organized differently),
470

 and it was also used by at least one of Rome’s client kings.  
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Josephus (Ant. 15.366-69 [Marcus and Wikgren, LCL]) reports on Herod’s practices of ensuring 

loyalty and compliance with his reign: 

[The people] were always being provoked and disturbed.  Herod, however, gave the 

most careful attention to this situation, taking away any opportunities they might 

have (for agitation) and instructing them to apply themselves at all times to their 

work.  No meeting of citizens was permitted, nor were walking together or being 

together permitted, and all their movements were observed.  Those who were 

caught were punished severely, and many were taken, either openly or secretly, to 

the fortress of Hyrcania and there put to death.  Both in the city and on the open 

roads there were men who spied upon those who met together.  And they say that 

even Herod himself did not neglect to play a part in this, but would often put on the 

dress of a private citizen and mingle with the crowds by night, and so get an idea of 

how they felt about his rule.  Those who obstinately refused to go along with his 

(new) practices he persecuted in all kinds of ways.  As for the rest of the populace, 

he demanded that they submit to taking an oath of loyalty, and he compelled them 

to make a sworn declaration that they would maintain a friendly attitude to his rule.  

Now most of the people yielded to his demand out of complaisance or fear, but 

those who showed some spirit and objected to compulsion he got rid of by every 

possible means.
471

 

 

Josephus (JW 1.526) reports elsewhere that on one occasion, after learning of a plot by his sons 

against him, “the king… burst into ungovernable fury [eivj avnh,keston ovrgh.n evxagriou/tai],” and 

had two soldiers implicated in the plot tortured for information.
472

  On another occasion, Herod 

learned of a plot against him, and had the slaves of the accused tortured to find out the truth 

(Josephus, JW 1.586).  Again, it is not necessary that Matthew’s audience knows the details of 

Herod’s reign.  Yet with cultural knowledge of the ways of rulers, the construction of Herod in 
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the Gospel narrative, as well as their own experiences of living under Roman rule, readers of 

Matthew’s gospel would understand the depiction of the Magi’s initial compliance with the 

public transcript created by Herod to be both prudent and expected. 

 Matthew first shows the Magi acting carefully in order to negotiate an audience with a 

potentially dangerous ruler, who is both conspiratorial and ruthless in the application of power to 

maintain his administration; this situation would be familiar to anyone living in the imperial 

environment. Later, however, Matthew’s narrative offers a surprise, when the Magi – warned in 

a dream by God – momentarily subvert Herod’s plans by returning home on another road (2:12).  

Although the Magi at first agree to comply with Herod’s duplicitous intentions (2:8), the 

divinely-sent dream enables them to realize it would be wise not to trust the king.  Thus, after 

finding the child Jesus and acknowledging him as king of the Jews, kneeling in deference and 

worship (proskune,w), and giving gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh (2:11),
473

 they do not 

return to Herod.  Leaving by another road, they successfully “trick” (2:16) the king and subvert 

the threat of his power while participating in God’s purposes to send “a ruler who is to shepherd 

my people Israel" (Matt 2:6).  These acts (outward compliance, openness to divine guidance, 

worship of Jesus), then, serve as ways in which Matthew’s audience may also participate in 

God’s purposes to resist and subvert imperial power. 

 

ii. Joseph and Mary 

  Along with the Magi, the Matthean narrative constructs Joseph and Mary as able to 

negotiate the threat created by Herod’s command of violence, and thus save Jesus – for the time 

being – from suffering at the hands of Roman aligned military power.  The means by which this 
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negotiation occurs is a divine messenger, sent to Joseph in a dream, who warns of Herod’s plan: 

“Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him” (2:13).
474

  This phrase represents another 

instance in Matthew 2:1-23 in which the gospel writer emphasizes the threat that Herod 

represents to God’s King, and the opposition that he (and others) embody to the intentions of 

God.  Following the dream warning, Joseph and Mary take Jesus and leave Bethlehem 

immediately.  Jesus has avoided imperial violence, but its lurking threat – and the need to 

negotiate it – will be present and reappear throughout the gospel narrative. 

 In comparison to Joseph and the Magi’s negotiations, Matthew’s portrayal of Mary’s 

agency in these events is minimal, especially when read in comparison to other female characters 

such as Herodias and her daughter (Matt 14:1-12), who will be discussed in subsequent chapters.  

In dealing with the threat of Herod, Mary’s singular role is that of Jesus’ mother.  On the first 

occasion in which she is mentioned (2:11), Matthew identifies her with the phrase “the child with 

Mary his mother” (to. paidi,on meta. Mari,aj th/j mhtro.j auvtou); the three subsequent occasions 

(2:14, 20, 21) are similar: “the child and his mother” (to. paidi,on kai. th.n mhte,ra auvtou/).  In all 

cases, the male characters around Mary are active, making decisions, and finding ways to 

negotiate Herod’s power.  Mary, in contrast, is passive – present in the very conventional role of 

being the mother of an infant king but nothing more.  Thus Elaine Wainwright is correct in 

observing that: “the Matthean rereading [of Exodus] situates the birth of the liberator, Jesus, 

completely in the context of male power struggles.”
475

  In contrast to her portrayal in Luke as a 
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faithful servant of God,
476

 Matthew’s Mary has no response when the Magi arrive “at the house” 

to give gifts and bow before Jesus in homage (2:11), or when accompanying Joseph to Egypt and 

back (2:14, 21).  The trivialization and lack of agency in Mary’s role is underscored by the 

angel’s divine guidance to Joseph about “the child and his [nameless] mother” (2:20); even God, 

in Matthew’s view, treats Mary as an accessory to acts of imperial resistance.  In this scene she 

will accompany Joseph and care for her child (which is not unimportant), but little else.
477

   

 As stated above, the family’s flight to Egypt evokes connections between the lives of 

Jesus and Moses.  Like Pharaoh in Exodus 1-2, Herod is a king who issues a royal decree to 

oppress the innocent by state-sanctioned murder carried out by military forces under his 

command.  Like Moses, the child Jesus is saved from death by those who work covertly to 

thwart the king,
478

 and by family members who act in the face of danger to preserve his life.  As 

will be seen below, I also argue that there is a connection between the Hebrew people, whose 

sons are killed by Pharaoh’s soldiers, and the residents of Bethlehem, whose identity as righteous 

sufferers has scriptural antecedents.
479

  The parallels between Jesus and Moses may go far in 

explaining the framework and certain narrative features of the gospel narrative.  Yet at the same 

time the episode reveals a number of ways in which Jesus – like all those who live within the 

Roman imperial system – is exposed to the dangers of its military power. 
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 It is important to note that Mary and Joseph’s flight from Bethlehem with Jesus would 

not take them outside the sphere of Roman military influence.  Egypt at the end of Herod’s reign 

was a Roman province, with legions and auxiliary forces stationed throughout the territory.
480

  

There were forts at key locations, including at Pelusium in the eastern delta, guarding the road 

and the border where any travelers from Judaea would likely enter.
481

  Like other border 

crossings in the Empire such as Zeugma or Dura Europos in Syria, Matthew’s readers would 

understand that anyone like Mary and Joseph who traveled to and within Roman Egypt would 

have encountered soldiers guarding roads and towns, and collecting tolls.  Those passing through 

Koptos in southern Egypt, for example, included sailors, guards, traders (some with camels), 

soldiers’ women (gunaikw/n stratiwtw/n), and prostitutes (gunaikw/n pro.j e`tairismo.n).
482

  These 

were assessed at varying rates, depending on a traveler’s profession.
483

  Readers of Matthew 

would also picture a variety of people on the roads and stopping at such Roman toll stations.  In 

this situation, Joseph and Mary would have been able to blend in with other travelers, crossing 

the border in anonymity.  Matthew gives no indication that Herod knows they have escaped, and 

so Jesus remains safely in Egypt “until the death of Herod” (2:15, 19), after which time the 

family returns home.  By a combination of divine intervention and human agency, they have 

successfully avoided the threat of Herod and his soldiers; the same cannot be said of the children 

in Bethlehem.  
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iii. The Children of Bethlehem 

 The children “living in and around Bethlehem” (Matt 2:16), and under two years old, are 

guilty of nothing more than being born in the wrong place at the wrong time.  They are innocent 

and vulnerable; their parents, unaware of Herod’s plot and orders, are unprepared and unable to 

avoid or flee the soldiers that the king sends.  Many commentators have focused on the question 

of historical evidence for or against the killing of these boys, but this is not my intent.
484

  Instead, 

as with the other characters in Matthew’s scene, I am interested in highlighting the ways in 

which the atrocity of the children’s deaths reveals the systems of the imperially-sanctioned, 

military violence the Gospel is negotiating.  The children’s inability to escape would resonate 

with the experiences of Matthew’s readers, who had recent experience (either personal or in 

collective memory) of the killing and trauma of the recent Jewish-Roman War; the siege of 

Jerusalem and destruction of the city and Temple; anti-Jewish sentiment in Antioch following 

the war; and general experiences of threat and casual violence from soldiers at work in Syria.
485

  

Because of these experiences, the deaths of the children of Bethlehem would evoke great pathos 

among Matthew’s readers, highlighting their own experiences as suffering people and their own 

hopes for deliverance.  Matthew underscores this situation with a quotation from Jeremiah 31:15, 

taken from a passage that describes the experiences of the Jewish people following the 

Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem and Exile, including a divine promise of restoration.  Thus, 

as powerful as Herod and his military seem, the text’s evocation of Babylonian power indicates 

that imperial power is not permanent but is subject to God’s purposes and power. 
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3. Ways to Survive Roman Imperial Power 

 Each of the characters in Matthew 2:1-23 illustrates difference facets of the Gospel 

writer’s negotiation of Roman military power.  Herod, as Rome’s client king, is fully invested in 

the perpetuation of Empire; he uses the soldiers under his command for that purpose, ordering 

them to extinguish and exterminate all possible threats to his rule and the Roman order.  The elite 

chief priests and scribes, who share in Herod’s rule of Judaea,
486

 are not directly involved in 

military operations – but support Herod’s regime as his allied leaders and benefit from his 

Roman-backed rule in a variety of ways.  Although they have knowledge of scripture, this does 

not mean they are in alignment with God’s purposes: none goes in search of Jesus, to find or 

worship him – a point Matthew’s Jesus makes increasingly clear throughout the gospel 

narrative.
487

  The Magi, perhaps naïvely, stumble into Herod’s machinations and secret gathering 

of information; with God’s help, however, they are able to enact a hidden transcript of resistance, 

worshipping the infant king and subverting Herod’s plan to kill him.  In the end, the Magi “from 

the east” return home safely – beyond the reach of Herod and Roman military power.  Joseph 

and Mary, again with God’s intervention, are able to sidestep Herod’s plot and avoid immediate 

trouble by fleeing.  They remain within the networks of Roman power, however, which is fitting 

insofar as it is within the Empire that Jesus will undertake his work to reveal the Empire of God.  

Sadly, the children of Bethlehem are not able to avoid the deeds of violence; they and their 

families suffer greatly at the hands of Herod’s soldiers.  In this they mirror something of the 

experiences of Matthew’s community and readers, residents of the empire living in the aftermath 

of the Jewish-Roman War, the destruction of Jerusalem, and the hostile sentiment that lingered in 

Antioch and elsewhere in the years that followed. 
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4. The Danger from Antipas (Matt 14:1-12) 

a. Criticism of and Response by Imperial Agents  

 A second scene that portrays the necessity of negotiating imperial violence is found 

halfway through the gospel, at Matthew 14:1-12.  This account, presented as a flashback that 

stands out as an interruption of the narrative flow, and anticipated by the brief and unelaborated 

reference to John the Baptist’s arrest at 4:12, tells of John’s execution in prison by Antipas’ 

soldiers.  The scene is directly related to Matthew 2:1-23 insofar as it involves another ruler who 

carries out an act of violence against God’s purposes and people.  Matthew 14:1-12 highlights 

the role and responsibility of ~Hrw,|dhj o` tetraa,rchj (“Herod the tetrarch,” 14:1) for John’s 

death, as Jennifer Glancy strongly argues.
488

  So as not to confuse Herod Antipas with his father, 

I will call him Antipas hereafter for the sake of clarity.  After his father’s death in 4 BCE, 

Antipas ruled a portion of his father’s kingdom; like his father, Antipas was also an imperial 

client, backed by Roman military power and willing to use it to maintain control and dominance 

over his subjects.  Matthew’s scene also depicts several other characters, all of whom must 

negotiate the state sanctioned violence that Antipas threatens and then orders his soldiers to carry 

out in order to silence John the Baptist and his followers. 

 In language that foreshadows plotting against Jesus by the chief priests and elite leaders 

in Jerusalem (26:3-4; 26:59), Matthew recounts that Antipas “wanted to put John to death,” but 

did not want to risk angering his subjects, who “regarded him [John] as a prophet” (14:5).
489
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After arresting John (Matt 4:12) and keeping him in prison for some amount of time (11:2-6), 

Antipas finds a way to fulfill his desire.  At his own birthday celebration Antipas makes a public 

vow to give his step-daughter a gift – whatever she might wish – and she, after consulting with 

her mother, asks for John’s head. As in the earlier episode in Bethlehem (2:16), Antipas does not 

carry out the execution himself.  Instead, like his father Herod against the children of Bethlehem, 

Antipas “sent and had John beheaded” (pe,myaj avpekefa,lisen) (14:10).  Again Matthew does not 

state explicitly, but readers can easily infer that Antipas’ soldiers carry out the killing.
490

  As in 

2:16-18 where innocent children are murdered, here John the righteous prophet is executed by 

order of the ruler – while Jesus again withdraws to a safe place (14:13) before continuing his 

work of proclaiming and revealing the Kingdom (Empire) of God.
491

 

 

b. Approaches to the Danger Represented by Antipas 

 As in Matthew 2:1-23, many New Testament scholars have taken interpretive approaches 

that do not address the imperial context of the scene Matthew presents in 14:1-12.  As noted 

above, these customary approaches have focused on theological/christological themes; questions 

of historicity (could this event have happened as Matthew presents it?); and the question of 

ethnicity in regard to the relations between the Matthean community and a synagogue.  The first 

two approaches, but not the third, are also found in commentary on Matthew 14:1-12.  As in the 

case of Herod and the Magi at Jesus’ birth, there are also a few scholars who ask questions about 
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the imperial context of John’s death; although these do not fully address the scope of Antipas’ 

military power or responses to it by others in the scene. 

 Among the many who pursue theological and christological questions, Davies and 

Allison note the abbreviated character of the Matthean scene in comparison to Mark 6:14-29 

before turning attention to the theme of belief/unbelief: “the evangelist is now about the task of 

showing how the failure to gain faith will manifest itself… Unbelief begets not only 

misunderstanding (vv.1-2) but also violent opposition to Jesus and those on his side.”
492

  For 

Davies and Allison, the story of John’s death is a “christological parable,” insofar as John is “no 

independent character,” but “an accessory whose words and life are in the service of another.”
493

  

Although they note the violence deployed against Jesus, John, and those who associate with 

them, Davies and Allison identify the source of this violence as a religious and theological 

disagreement, ignoring the dimensions of its imperial context. 

 Davies and Allison are also typical of those who take up the question of historicity, 

noting “problematic” aspects of Matthew’s scene, including differences between the accounts of 

John’s death in the Synoptics and Josephus; historical improbabilities (“how could Herod, who 

was under the Roman thumb, have promised half his ‘kingdom’?”); influences of motifs and 

themes from Hebrew scripture; and “parallels to the passion narrative… which implies a 

manipulation of the facts for theological ends.” 
494

  Luz is also interested in the question of 

historicity, noting (with reference to Mark and Josephus) that “Matthew is a narrator who is by 

no means uninformed, but on the level of the reported story he has little interest in clarity and 

coherence.”
495

  Keener also engages the various dimensions of the historicity question, noting 
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scholars who view the scene as more (Theissen) or less (Meier) historically probable, before 

concluding that “from a purely historical standpoint, we can be certain that Antipas had John 

executed for preaching that he took as undermining his honor.”
496

 

   In contrast to Matthew 2:1-23, where the Magi represent an entry point for discussion, 

scholars who debate the question of ethnicity among Matthew’s readers and community are 

largely silent on Matthew 14:1-12.  This silence is presumably due to the fact that the scene does 

not offer any help for their inquiry into the ethnic makeup of the Matthean community, nor the 

nature of any relationship Matthew’s community may have had with nascent rabbinic Judaism.  

Thus, Stanton, Saldarini, and David Sim neglect to offer any comment on Antipas, his royal 

family and court, the death of John, or the actions of John’s disciples.
497

  Like these others, J. 

Andrew Overman’s earlier work is typical in framing the concerns of Matthew in terms of 

religious sectarianism, and for this reason posits only a general situation in which the Matthean 

community is in conflict with and opposed to certain Jewish leaders, who “could have been 

people allied with or sympathetic to the Romans or simply the local leaders and elders in a 

particular setting or community who had gained power following the destruction of the 

temple.”
498

  Overman rightly notes, but does not pursue here, the question of how Matthew 

negotiates violence in his text: “the accusation that they [Jewish leadership] persecute the 

righteous and have shed innocent blood… reflects the social location of these sectarian 

communities…. [which] claim an association with the prophets of old, who were… unjustly 

                                                      
496

 Keener, Matthew, 397-398. 
497

 Stanton, Gospel for a New People; Saldarini, Christian-Jewish Community; David Sim, The Gospel of Matthew 

and Christian Judaism: The History and Social Setting of the Matthean Community (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 

1998). 
498

 J. Andrew Overman, Matthew’s Gospel and Formative Judaism: The Social World of the Matthean Community 

(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1990), 19-20. 



170 

 

persecuted by unjust leaders.”
499

  Overman does not directly connect Herod’s violence to the 

conflict between Matthew’s community and these synagogue leaders, linking it instead with 

Matthew’s attempts at laying claim to scriptural traditions by drawing parallels between Jesus 

and Moses, equating Herod to Pharaoh.
500

  This link is the result of Overman’s framing conflict 

in Matthew as primarily religious in nature (proper interpretation of the Torah); like others who 

are interested in ethnicity, he does not address the military power of Antipas and his Roman 

allies or the death of John the Baptist in Matthew 14. 

 Among those scholars who do address the imperial context of Matthew’s gospel,  

Overman’s later work is more focused on the political considerations named above, noting that 

“one must not forget the colonial political reality that cast such a dramatic shadow over Roman 

Palestine.  This reality colors virtually every document and movement we can recover from this 

period…. The story of John vividly recalls for us the political realities of speaking up or out, of 

leading a movement, or asserting objection or opinion.”
501

  Overman calls upon Josephus’ 

account (Ant. 18.118) that “Herod [Antipas] became alarmed (dei,saj)”502
 to imagine how John’s 

preaching could lead to “stasis, …a disturbance… or outright revolt,” and identifies Antipas’ act 

as a “preemptive strike against the Baptist and his growing movement.”
503

  Overman thus 

captures some sense of the threat that Antipas represents to those who challenge him, but few of 

the dynamics inherent in the imperial system. 

 In contrast to Overman, Carter is more attuned to questions of imperial and literary 

context, noting how Matthew 14:1-12 fits into a larger narrative section (11:2 – 16:20) in which 

                                                      
499

 Overman, Matthew and Formative Judaism, 23.  Luz, Matthew 8-20, 307, also calls attention to the Biblical 

“tradition of murdered prophets that Matthew frequently uses (5:12; 17:12; 21:33-41; 22:3-6; 23:29-36).” 
500

 Overman, Matthew and Formative Judaism, 76-78.   
501

 Overman, Church and Community in Crisis, 209. 
502

 This is a nominative masculine singular aorist active participle from dei,dw. 
503

 Overman, Church and Community in Crisis, 215.  Josephus’ word is avpo,stasij. 



171 

 

Jesus manifests God’s empire, “which critiques imperial structures and reverses human misery 

and want (hunger, sickness) with plenty and wholeness…. The politically powerful resist God’s 

empire; unbelief is expressed in hostility and violence; God’s empire requires faithfulness even 

to death.”
504

  In regard to John’ critique of Antipas and Herodias’ marriage (14:3-4), Carter notes 

that such relationships among the privileged were never simply personal, but always had political 

dimensions: “ruling elites used intermarriage to build alliances, expand territory, and increase 

power.”
505

  Antipas’ desire to eliminate John, therefore, is aimed at silencing a critic of the ruling 

family – all of whom (Antipas, Herodias, and her daughter) seem to be in favor of, and complicit 

in, John’s execution.
506

 

 Finally, Horsley, focusing on a historical analysis of actual events, makes note of the 

variety of peasant movements present throughout Galilee during the time of John and Jesus.
507

  

Horsley is aware that “the fundamental conflict in Jewish Palestine was between the Jewish 

ruling groups and the Romans on the one side and the Jewish peasantry on the other,”
508

 and that 

“under Herod and his successors the common people suffered a burdensome tax load, extreme 

social and political controls, famines, and severe tensions between the priestly aristocracy and 

peasantry, all of which spawned large-scale revolts in 4 BCE and 66 CE.”
509

  These revolts, 

Horsley argues, were one manifestation of response to the military power used by the Romans 

and their elite Jewish allies to maintain their rule: “Action by the ruling groups was almost 

                                                      
504

 Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 301. 
505

 Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 303. 
506

 Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 303-304. 
507

 Richard Horsley, Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs: Popular Messianic Movements in the Time of Jesus 

(Minneapolis, MN: Winston Press, 1985).  Horsley, Galilee: History, Politics, People (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity 

Press International, 1995), 256-275, also provides a brief account of the popular unrest, protests, and banditry in 

Galilee that resulted from the social and economic stress of subsistence farming under autocratic rule.  This is the 

environment in which Jesus was raised and the conditions which his work sought to address; it also serves as a 

context in which to read the accusations of false kingship levelled against him in Matt 27:37-38 by those in control 

of and benefitting from the system. 
508

 Richard Horsley, Bandits, 245. 
509

 Horsley, Bandits, 107.  



172 

 

always violent, manifest in the very conditions which gave rise to the various kinds of 

movements.  The Romans conquered and continued their control by violent means, including 

intimidation by terror.  Herod maintained security by means of repressive violence.  The high 

priests preyed violently upon and tortured their own people.”
510

  While he is surely aware of the 

capacity of ruling powers to use military violence to construct imperial social structures, Horsley 

is not interested in these structures per se – instead focusing on the types of responses seen 

among the common people, whose unhappiness within the system was expressed in a variety of 

ways. 

 While Horsley’s analysis deals with an earlier time period and different geographical 

location than those of the emergence of Matthew’s gospel, his analysis of social movements and 

peasant unrest is nevertheless helpful in delineating the various ways in which groups within 

Judean society responded to Roman imperialism.  While Horsley is seeking a context in which to 

locate the work of the historical John the Baptist and Jesus, I am interested in the Matthean 

literary construction and how his categories of social banditry, popular messianic movements, 

eschatological prophetic movements, oracular prophets, and other groups dissatisfied by elite 

rule might point to expressions of unrest in Matthew’s late first century CE context.
511

  That is, 

how evidence of such dissatisfaction from Judean society in previous decades and centuries 

might indicate similar experiences among the Gospel’s audience of imperial power, and shape 

interactions with the Matthew’s scene of Antipas’ action against John.  

 Among the variety of approaches to Matthew’s account of John’s death in 14:1-12, those 

addressing questions of theology/christology, historicity, and ethnicity are less helpful to my 
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purpose than those which highlight the negotiations by political elites to perceived threats 

(Overman), interrogate imperial structures (Carter), and point to the endemic unrest caused by 

the enforcement of imperial social and economic systems over agrarian populations by military 

forces (Horsley).  In the next section, in addition to concern with social status and power (or its 

lack), I will add feminist approaches that have assessed gender dynamics and the roles of 

Antipas, Herodias, and her daughter in varying ways.  The contributions of these more helpful 

approaches will serve as a connection point for my argument about Matthew 14:1-12, which 

focuses on the ways in which Antipas, Herodias, her daughter, John, and Antipas’ advisors are 

embedded in the networks of Roman military power.  It is to these networks – and their 

negotiation by Matthew’s characters – that I now turn. 

 

c. Negotiating Antipas’ Control and Threat of Violence 

i. Antipas, His Retainers, and the Royal Family 

 Matthew 14:1-12 presents a scene in which Antipas and his royal court gather for a 

palace banquet during which the fate of a popular prophetic figure is decided – not based on 

God’s justice, but on palace intrigues and elite considerations of status, oaths, and honor.  

Matthew’s portrayal of Antipas is one of a ruler who is negotiating a variety of considerations in 

the process of making his decision to condemn John to death; Antipas’ actions reveal his 

willingness to use military violence to maintain his position within the imperial system, thus 

upholding and perpetuating the Empire.  Matthew’s scene also shows the dangers for those who 

– like John, Jesus, their disciples, and the crowds who follow them – must find ways to negotiate 

the dangers of military power deployed to pacify and control the citizens of a territory. 

 Matthew’s scene begins with Antipas hearing “reports about Jesus” (14:1), whom he 

associates with John the Baptist, who “has been raised from the dead” (14:2).  The gospel 
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writer’s initial characterization of Antipas creates parallels to the earlier scene in Matt 2:1-3, 

where Herod hears from the Magi about a king announced by divine portents (the star).  Just as 

Herod calls his chief priests and scribes to ask about the Messiah (2:4), Antipas talks to his 

“servants” about what the news of Jesus’ work could mean for them.  The exact status of these 

servants is not specified, insofar as Matthew uses the word pai/j (which contains the semantic 

range of child, slave, servant, personal attendant, or courtier); they are nonetheless Antipas’ 

people, hearing personal and confidential discussions of the ruler, and serve as a sounding board 

for his plotting.
512

  While Antipas’ statement to his servants about Jesus does not rise to the level 

of Herod’s “fear” (2:3), his concern to maintain order is clear, and leads directly to his 

subsequent decision to execute John.  Like his father and the leaders of Jerusalem, Antipas also 

resists and refuses to acknowledge God’s sovereignty – choosing instead to kill the prophet who 

sought to correct him according to Biblical commandments (14:4).
513

  Antipas’ concern about 

Jesus is also noteworthy because it connects the story to later events in the narrative.  Just as 

Herod and the chief priests and scribes know where the Messiah will be born, Antipas correctly 

and ironically identifies the “powers at work” in Jesus (14:2): hvge,rqh (“he has been raised”) is an 

aorist indicative passive third person singular verb that is also used to describe God’s act in 

relation Jesus in Matthew 27:64 and 28:6-7.  Like John, Jesus will be killed by imperially 

sanctioned violence; however, with ironic foreshadowing, here it is Antipas rather than God’s 

angels (28:6-7) who points towards Jesus’ resurrection.
514

  Through attitude, outlook, and 
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actions, then, Matthew characterizes Antipas in a similar way as Herod.  Readers are to associate 

the two rulers – father and son – and this is all the more compelling considering how Matthew 

identifies both as “Herod.” 

 The second element of Matthew’s characterization of Antipas reveals more clearly the 

ways in which his familial and social connections are expressions of imperial negotiation.  In 

14:3, 6-8 readers learn of Herodias, who is married to Antipas, but who was formerly married to 

his brother Philip; Herodias has an unnamed daughter, who is the step-daughter of Antipas.
515

  

These three members of the royal family are the main actors in the decision to execute John, who 

Matthew says was opposed to the marriage based on Levitical law (Lev. 18:16; 20:21), and had 

been rebuking Antipas because of it.  Commentators are divided as to who among the royal 

family is ultimately responsible for John’s death, noting differences between Mark, who portrays 

Herodias’ agency and motivation (Mark 6:17: she has a “grudge” against John) in relation to that 

of Antipas, and Matthew, who eliminates her role to focus narrative attention on Antipas.
516

   So 

Corley observes that “In Matthew, it is Herod [Antipas] who resents John’s objection… and 

wants John dead… the women, now present for the meal, are exonerated in the process.”
517

  It 

should be noted that not all interpreters agree that Mark holds Herodias responsible.  Glancy, for 

example, argues that Mark holds Antipas responsible:   

At whose volition does the girl dance?  Mark offers no clue; he says simply that 

she entered and danced.  Is this her initiative?  Her mother’s?  Mark does not 

suggest that either female initiated the action, nor that they anticipated Herod’s 
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extravagant promise… What makes best sense of the narrative, and what would 

be most plausible to a first century reader?  What effect will it have on our 

interpretation if we posit that Herod [Antipas] invited the girl to dance?  A man 

who has already married a woman who is both his niece and his sister-in-law may 

well ogle that woman’s daughter…. Herod [Antipas] the king, not Herodias, not 

the child, retains power in the scene.
518

 

 Regardless of which contention about responsibility one favors, it is safe to say that (for 

various reasons and in various ways) all members of the royal family use the prerogatives of 

their imperial power to contribute to John’s death, as I argue below.  When read in the context of 

imperial networks, Antipas, Herodias, and her daughter all make use of their ability to break 

social norms, to act with little regard for the citizenry, and to wield the power of life and death in 

pursuit of their goals as members of the ruling family.  Not only do Antipas and Herodias marry 

against social convention and biblical tradition (Matt 14:4), but, according to one centuries-old 

vein of interpretation, Herodias’ daughter transgresses social and sexual norms by dancing 

scandalously and seductively “in the midst” (evn tw/| me,sw|) of the party guests (14:6).
519

 

 More recently, feminist scholars have criticized one aspect of interpretations that 

elaborate on the nature of the daughter’s dance, noting that a focus on sexual transgression is 

only one possible rendering of the text.  Matthew 14:6 states that “she danced” (wvrch,sato) and 

that Antipas “was pleased” (h;resen) – which may imply sexual arousal (Esth 2:4, 9 LXX), but 
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also simple happiness or satisfaction (c.f. Rom 15:1-3; Gal 1:10).
520

  Further, Florence Morgan 

Gillman notes that the kora,sion (a diminutive form of kore,) in Matthew 14:11 (based on Mark 

6:22, 28) is not a “little girl,” but may refer to a “young girl at or near marriageable age” perhaps 

around twelve years old – and also “denotes the pupil of an eye or the ‘apple’ of an eye.”
521

  

These options provide a field for discussion about Antipas’ motivation: is he a “proud parent” or 

creepily (and drunkenly) incestuous?  Gillman also points to Janice Capel Anderson’s discussion 

of gender in relation to interpretation of the scene, which is worth quoting from its source: 

How does one understand the girl and her dance?  How does on understand Herod 

and his guests’ pleasure?  The guests named are all elite males.  Do we have a 

king and his guests charmed by the innocent dance of his young daughter, the 

apple of his eye, or do we have a king and his guests aroused – incestuously in the 

king’s case – and hypnotized by an erotic dance, a young nubile body offering an 

apple like Eve?  Readers have answered the questions in both ways.  The daughter 

and her dance are not described.  They are mirrors in which Herod [Antipas], 

Herodias, and interpreters are reflected.
522

 

 

Despite this critique of interpretations that exaggerate the supposedly scandalous and sexually 

transgressive nature of the daughter’s role and Antipas and his guests’ response to it, Gillman 

maintains that Herodias is able to act with “brutal malevolence” and “as a perpetrator of evil,” 

with her daughter “as a willing accomplice.”
523

  Matthew’s Herodias, Gillman argues, takes the 
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role of a “political wife-interventionist” who seeks to influence the outcome of public events.
524

  

In contrast to Pilate’s wife, who seeks to free Jesus (Matt 27:19), Herodias, with the assistance of 

her daughter, intervenes in such a way as to cause the death of John.
525

  Gillman and others’ 

argument about the ability of some elite women in patriarchal societies to exercise a degree of 

autonomy and wield power in ways traditionally reserved for men highlights an important aspect 

of Matthew’s scene and should not be ignored.  As wife and step-daughter of the ruler, Herodias 

and her daughter have a position of privilege from which they can influence the outcome of 

events for their own benefit and that of the royal family.  Although they may be constrained by 

the gender roles of imperial society, they use their proximity to Antipas to negotiate this system 

in such a way that their own interests, and the interests of Antipas, are maintained – by silencing 

a critic of their family and its prerogatives.   

 Thus, although Antipas initially “feared the crowd” (14:5) he ultimately finds a way – 

with the assistance of his wife and step-daughter – to accomplish the family’s desire: the death of 

John the Baptist, which was intended to ensure the stability and security of his rule.  As much as 

Herodias prompts her daughter to ask for John’s head (14:8), it is Antipas who has John arrested 

(14:3), who wants him put to death (14:5), who “commands” John’s execution (14:9), and who 

sends soldiers to accomplish the beheading (14:10). 

 In addition to his wife and step-daughter, Antipas is connected to other members of elite 

Judaean society, whom he invites to attend his birthday celebration (14:6, 10).  It is these select 

persons whom Antipas, according to Matthew, cannot disappoint after he makes an extravagant 

public oath to his step-daughter (14:7).  These guests represent members of the ruling class and 
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retainers as in Lenski’s model, and must be considered as more than mere functionaries.
526

   Due 

to their position and influence in society, it is worth Antipas’ time and effort to cultivate a 

positive relationship with his guests by inviting them to his birthday feast.  It is also true that the 

party guests have already gained status and honor from their association with the tetrarch – and 

attendance at such a party reinforces the mutual interdependence between Antipas and his guests.  

Thus, like Herod and the chief priests and scribes of Jerusalem, proximity to the ruler serves to 

uphold and maintain the imperial system.  While it may be true that the three members of the 

royal family are using Antipas’ oath in the presence of his guests as a convenient public 

transcript to mask their plotting, it is also true that the guests are complicit in their ruler’s 

scheme.
527

  They do not object to Antipas’ oath or order to send for John’s head; they do not 

remind him that he, as a sanctioned Roman ruler, cannot dispose of his kingdom; they do not 

(unlike Joseph of Arimathea who appeals to Pilate for Jesus’ body) even assist John’s disciples 

with his burial.
528

  Matthew implies that Antipas will use his guests’ witness to the oath to give 

himself cover for what he knows will be an unpopular decision, and he is counting on their 

description of the event to counteract, absorb, and dissipate the anticipated anger among the 

general population for whom the death of a popular prophetic leader will cause unrest and 

outrage. 

 Another aspect of the imperial network revealed by the relationship between Antipas and 

his guests is the tetrarch’s own relationship with Roman authorities.  While it is true that the 

party guests are bound to their ruler and support his regime directly, they also participate in the 
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Roman imperial system through Antipas’ status as a Roman client.  Just as his father Herod 

before him, Antipas was a ruler who depended on Roman patronage, which granted him power, 

position, and influence – including the authority to imprison John and command soldiers to kill 

him there.   

 Antipas’ status, like that of his father or any Roman client ruler, was not guaranteed but 

required constant attention and the ability to negotiate well – for the sake of maintaining his own 

position, that of his supporters, and the stability of the territory he ruled.  Antipas came to power 

after his father Herod’s death in 4 BCE, when the emperor Augustus read and approved the 

king’s will, dividing the kingdom of Judaea into several parts, and appointing Herod’s sons as 

rulers.
529

  Antipas and his brother Phillip were each declared tetrarch (“ruler of one-fourth”) of 

territories belonging to their father, with Antipas appointed to rule over Galilee and Peraea, lands 

that yielded “revenue of two hundred talents” annually.
530

  Their brother Archelaus was declared 

ethnarch (“ruler of a people”) over a larger portion – almost half their father’s kingdom – and 

ruled from Jerusalem, as noted in Matthew 2:22.
531

  In 6 CE, Archelaus was deposed by 

Augustus and sent into exile for excessive cruelty; Judaea became a province under the direct 

rule of Roman governors.
532

  Antipas, however, remained in good standing with Augustus, and 
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 Josephus, JW 2.93-100; Ant. 17.317-323.  Josephus, JW 2.100, also notes how Herod’s will included a generous 

bequest of one thousand talents to the emperor; Augustus, in a show of munificence, “distributed among the family 

Herod’s legacy to himself… reserving only some trifling works of art which he kept in honor of the deceased.” 
530

 Josephus, JW 2.95. 
531

 This rule is also threatening to Jesus and his family: Joseph refuses to settle in the region, choosing instead, “after 

being warned in a dream,” to settle in Nazareth of Galilee.  Matthew’s account in 2:22-23 appears to be guided by 

exegetical concerns (to provide scriptural precedent for Jesus’ residence in Nazareth), rather incisive political 

awareness: the reason given for Joseph’s decision (to avoid living under Herod’s heir) appears moot, as both Judaea 

and Galilee were ruled by sons of the late king.  
532

 This situation is reflected in Jesus’ trial, sentencing, and execution under the governor Pontius Pilate (Matt 27:1-

66), and continued into the second century CE.  Josephus (Ant. 17.355 18.1-6) reports that the removal of Archelaus 

resulted in a Roman census, conducted for purposes of taxation under the authority of the Quirinius, the governor of 

Syria, and Coponius, the newly appointed praefectus of Judaea.  There is much discussion of this in relation to the 

dating of Jesus’ birth and the accounts of Matthew and Luke; see Edward Dąbrowa, “The Date of the Census of 

Quirinius and the Chronology of the Governors of the Province of Syria,” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und 

Epigraphik 178 (2011): 137-142;  Mark Smith, “Of Jesus and Quirinius,” CBQ 62.2 (2000): 278-293. 
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continued to rule his territory.  When Augustus died and Tiberius came to power in Rome in 14 

CE, Antipas was successful in securing continued Roman patronage, and continued to reign until 

the death of Tiberius in 37 CE.
533

  At this time Antipas was deposed due to plotting and intrigue 

by his nephew Agrippa, son of Aristobulus, who had been nurturing a client-patron relationship 

with the new emperor Gaius (Caligula) for many years.
534

  While the Gospel’s audience need not 

know all the details of Antipas’ situation, they would understand his alignment with and location 

in the imperial system.  Thus, the maintenance of a successful relationship with Roman emperors 

was important not only for client rulers such as Antipas, but also for their clients and retainers – 

and for the people of their territories, whose lives and livelihoods were subject to rulers who 

sought to rule vigorously and were encouraged to put down any perceived unrest, rebellion, or 

revolt with ruthless force – including the execution of a popular prophetic figure who dared to 

criticize his ruler’s family.   

 

ii. John and Jesus 

 Besides Antipas and other elite members of Judaean society who are the focus of much of 

Matthew 14:1-12, there are others who must negotiate the tetrarch’s use of state sanctioned 

violence.  These include John, who as a prisoner has few options and must bear the cost of the 

ruler’s death sentence; John’s disciples, who have some freedom of movement to visit him, 

retrieve and bury his body, and report to Jesus; and the crowd who had followed John, who were 
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 Josephus, JW 2.167-168. 
534

 Josephus (JW 2.1) reports that after Antipas’ brother Philip died, Agrippa was granted rule of his territory along 

with the title of basileu,j (“king”); at the urging of his wife Herodias, Antipas presented himself in Rome to petition 

for the same title and the increased status that accompanied it.  Josephus (Ant. 18.251) also reports that Agrippa, in a 

scheme of his own, accused Antipas of plotting rebellion with the Parthians and used as evidence the stockpile of 

arms and armor in the royal treasuries: “equipment sufficient for 70,000 heavy-armed infantry” (muria,sin èpta. 
op̀litw/n avrke,sousa kataskeuh. evn tai/j ~Hrw,dou op̀loqh,kaij  avpokeime,nh). Unable to deny the truth of this, Antipas 

was unable to influence the new emperor, who removed him from power and sent him into exile in Spain (JW 2.181-

183; Ant. 18.240-255). 
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now (in Antipas’ mind) devoted to Jesus – and the cause for some concern.  In Matthew 14:2 

Antipas equates John and Jesus – yet he does not act against Jesus; like the infants in Bethlehem 

(2:16), John cannot escape the power of state sanctioned violence, but Jesus – once again – 

escapes. 

 Matthew 14:3-4 (as a narrative flashback) recounts how John had been arrested and 

imprisoned by Antipas for confronting him about his marriage to Herodias.  This confrontation 

was not a one-time event but an ongoing act of public resistance, as Matthew indicates with the 

use of e;legen, an imperfect active third person singular verb.  Indications of John’s provocation 

appear earlier in the gospel, such as Matt 3:1-12, where John appears in the wilderness, dressed 

in rough clothing, and begins to preach that all must prepare for the return of the Lord.  Many 

people respond to John’s message
535

 – and these are the crowds that Antipas is later concerned 

about, who believe John to be a prophet (14:5).  Matthew elaborates his portrayal of John in 

11:7-15, where Jesus speaks of John as one opposed to Antipas.  In gendered language designed 

to insult, Jesus proclaims that John’s rough, manly clothing stands in contrast to the dress of 

Antipas’ family and party guests, who “wear soft/effeminate robes” [malakoi/j hvmfiesme,non] and 

live in royal palaces (11:8).  These palace-dwellers are also dangerous, however, because they 

command military forces and use these soldiers to suppress dissent: “from the days of John the 

Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and the violent take it by force” 

(11:12). 

 Matthew thus portrays both John and Jesus as preachers who are critical of the ruling 

powers, and whose words are attractive to the crowds that Antipas is concerned about.
536

  For the 

non-elite people who flock to John and Jesus, their provocative words and community-oriented 
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 Matt 3:5: “the people of Jerusalem and all Judea… and all the region along the Jordan.” 
536

 In Matthew 14:12-14, the crowds follow Jesus into the wilderness just as they once followed John. 
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actions (calls for repentance, feeding, healing) comprise a hidden transcript – a counter-narrative 

that helps common people stand up to the powerful and cope with the stress of life in the 

imperial system.  It is risky work, however, as the narrative strands concerning both John and 

Jesus bear out. 

 

iii. John’s Disciples 

 Another group of people whom Matthew shows negotiating the powers of empire are the 

disciples of John.  In 14:12, after John’s death, his disciples are able to retrieve his body and 

bury it; they then report to Jesus what has happened. Perhaps surprisingly, although John has 

been arrested in 11:2-3 and 14:1-12, his disciples have not been rounded up by Antipas’s 

soldiers.  Their freedom of movement represents one facet of negotiation with the military power 

of Antipas.  The actions of the disciples reveal their willingness to directly interact with Antipas’ 

soldiers and the fact that the ruler and his troops do not view them as an imminent threat.  If John 

was held in Machaerus, we may picture John’s disciples coming and going to, and perhaps living 

in, the town overlooked by the palace-fortress.
 537

  They know that the tetrarch, elite city leaders, 

and soldiers guarding John are all opposed to his movement – and this perhaps caused 
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 Josephus (Ant. 18.116-119) records that John’s death occurred at Machaerus, one of the fortress-palaces built by 

Herod the Great.  Elsewhere, Josephus (JW 7.171-177) describes the stronghold’s construction by Herod, who: 

“enclosed an extensive area with ramparts and towers and founded a city there, from which an ascent led up to the 

ridge itself…. he built a wall, erecting towers at the corners, each sixty cubits high.  In the center of the enclosure he 

built a palace with magnificently spacious and beautiful apartments… numerous cisterns… to receive the rain water 

and furnish an abundant supply… [and] stocked it with abundance of weapons and engines and studied to make 

every preparation to enable its inmates to defy the longest siege.”  Josephus (JW 7.164- 167) also notes how “the site 

that is fortified is itself a rocky eminence… entrenched on all sides within ravines… not easy to traverse and 

impossible to bank up.”  Archaeologist Győző Vörös, “Machaerus: The Golgotha of Saint John the Baptist,” Revue 

Biblique, 119. 2 (Leuven, BE: Peeters Publishers, 2012), 250, 252, notes that “Machaerus had been a member of a 

military fortress-network aimed at the defense of Jerusalem from the east during the first centuries BC and AD,” 

along with the fortresses at Masada, Herodion, Hyrcania, Cypros, Doq, and Alexandreion.  Outside the citadel of 

Machaerus a city was built, and it was here, Vörös argues, “where the prison of John the Baptist had to be situated.”  

In this lower city, John’s disciples could approach and visit their teacher with some degree of access. 
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nervousness and fear (and the temptation to lie about their commitments and affiliation as Peter 

does in Matt 26:57-58, 69-75).  To gain access whenever they visit John with food and fresh 

supplies, they must put on a mask of respectful deference to the soldiers who are guarding him.  

When informed of their teacher’s death, despite their grief, the disciples must also muster 

courage and show deference to ask for his body, so that they may offer him a proper burial.
538

  

Thus, of all the characters in Matthew’s scene, it is the disciples of John who have the most 

direct contact with the military forces commanded by Antipas. 

 

iv. Supporters of John and Jesus: the Crowds 

 The final group which must negotiate imperial power is the crowd (o` o;cloj) whom 

Antipas considers when plotting how to execute John (14:5).  The appearance of the crowds 

around John and Jesus has been mentioned above.  Although they are offstage in 14:1-12 

(returning in 14:13), the crowd is on Antipas’ mind: they are the subjects whom he rules, with 

some power to cause him concern – but not enough, in the end, to keep John alive and protect 

him from the ruler’s desire for his death.  We may picture the composition of the crowds as 

common people, non-elite, agrarian farmers and craftspeople that comprise the vast majority 

(over 90%) of the population.  They may also include those further to the margins of society: 

po,rnai (female prostitutes and courtesans) who follow both John and Jesus.
539

   They hail from 

“Jerusalem and all Judea… and all the region along the Jordan” (Matt 3:5), and stand in need of 
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 There are obvious parallels to Joseph asking for the body of Jesus in Matt 27:57-60. 
539

 Corley, Private Women, 152-53, notes that Matthew is the only gospel in which Jesus declares that po,rnai will 

“enter the kingdom of God” (Matt 21:31-32), and argues for a connection to Matt 11:16-19, where pai/dej sit in the 

marketplace “bemoaning the lack of response to their flute playing and mourning… the image of hired slaves or 

servants who were often sent to the marketplace by their masters to seek additional employment.”  In relation to 

Matt 14:12, Corley, 159, argues that “after John’s death, the disciples of John were incorporated into Jesus’ group.  

Among these would no doubt be the ‘tax collectors and prostitutes’ who are said to have ‘believed John’ in Matthew 

21:31-32,” and, 153, that “Matthew’s incorporation of such sectarian slander terminology reflects the situation of the 

Matthean community, that of a Jewish-Christian sect in controversy with other Jews.” 
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the food and healing that Jesus provides (14:13-21, 34-36).  The crowds are both the audience for 

and supporters of John’s and Jesus’ message, and respond positively to their critiques of elite 

morals and practices.  When Jesus speaks of John’s arrest in Matt 11:7-15 he addresses crowds 

who know John and his message of resistance; they approve of it and applaud him because his 

words express their own hidden transcript of dissent and resentment.  When Jesus says that the 

kingdom of heaven is suffering because “the violent take it by force” (11:12), he is speaking not 

only of John’s arrest, but also of the murdered children of Bethlehem, and of the experience of 

living under the threat of military violence.
540

  These are the people to whom Matthew (4:16) 

applies the words of Isaiah 9:1-2: “the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for 

those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned.”  For this reason, although 

they do not appear in the foreground of the scene in 14:1-12, the crowds are an important group 

to remember – representing John and Jesus’ supporters, and Matthew’s audience as well. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have argued that two scenes in Matthew’s gospel, 2:1-23 and 14:1-12, 

portray facets of imperial rule and the ways in which people must negotiate its threat of violence.  

Some of Matthew’s characters participate in the imperial system, seeking to uphold it and their 

own position in its networks.  They are willing to plot, scheme, and ultimately order state 

military forces to commit acts of violence on their subjects – including infants who are deemed 

guilty by association, and one who represents popular criticism of the ruler – in order to secure 

imperial order and their beneficial place in it.  The characters who seek to uphold the imperial 

system include Herod and Antipas, rulers hand-selected by the Roman emperor; Herodias and 

                                                      
540

 Matthew’s audience would also be aware of Jesus’ allusions and references to his own suffering and death 

elsewhere in the gospel (c.f.12:40-42). 
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her daughter, members of the royal family; and elite retainers such as the chief priests and 

scribes of Jerusalem, members of the tetrarch’s court, and soldiers who serve them.   

 Other characters represent the vast majority of people who are governed by Roman 

rulers.  The infants of Bethlehem do nothing more than exist at the ‘wrong’ time and place, and 

suffer death because of it.  John the Baptizer actively resists the power of empire, speaking out 

against abuses of power by Antipas and his elite allies.  The disciples of John and the crowds that 

follow him support his efforts of resistance because of the ongoing suffering they experience at 

the hands of imperial agents.  The same is true of Jesus and those who follow him. 

 In these parallel stories, Matthew’s depiction of imperially sanctioned violence would 

have seemed familiar for all in his audience who also had to negotiate the realities of living in the 

Roman Empire.  Matthew’s message to such people is that sometimes the violence of imperial 

control cannot be avoided, and that some unfortunates like the infants of Bethlehem and John 

will be killed by it.  Such actions fuel anger and resentment against the ruling elite.  Matthew 

also shows that there are ways to survive and endure, sometimes with divine intervention and 

assistance: the Magi; Joseph, Mary and the infant Jesus; John’s disciples; and a mature Jesus 

during his public work are all able to employ strategies of avoidance that deflect the attention of 

Roman-aligned military power. 

 These are a few of several ways in which Matthew’s characters negotiate the Roman 

Empire’s military power in the Gospel narrative.  Others will be addressed in the following 

chapters; I turn next to Jesus’ practical advice for those who encounter Roman soldiers on the 

road. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Coping with the Abuse of Imperial Power: 

Negotiating  vAggarh,ion as Active Non-violent Resistance 

(Matthew 5:41) 

 

 

I instruct you to see to it that nobody commandeers a beast of burden unless he 

has a permit from me.  For it is most unjust that, either by the favor or prestige of 

certain people, requisitions should take place which nobody but myself can 

grant…. Let no force be used against them contrary to my wish, and let nobody 

commandeer a guide unless he has a permit from me, for, when farmers are torn 

away from their homes, the fields will remain without their attention. 

       – Emperor Domitian (81-96 CE)
541

 

 

 

Under the empire the burden of providing… transport fell largely on the subject 

communities of Italy and the provinces, and the complaints of these communities 

against unauthorized seizure of men, animals, wagons, hospitality in billets and 

other facilities for state transport form a recurrent theme in Roman history. 

 

         – Stephen Mitchell
542

 

                                                      
541

 Inscriptions grecques et latines de la Syrie (IGLS) V, no. 1998, trans. R.K. Sherk, ed. L. Jalabert, R. Mouterde et 

al.; quoted in Fergus Millar, Roman Near East, 85-86. 
542

 Mitchell, “Requisitioned Transport,” 106. 
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1. Introduction 

 In the previous chapter I argued that Matthew’s two scenes involving Herod (2:1-18) and 

Herod Antipas (14:1-12) depict various strategies for negotiating Roman power in the form of 

imperially-sanctioned rulers who wield military authority and maintain their rule through the 

threat and use of violence against their subjects.  In this chapter the focus changes from 

negotiating the power of ruling figures to negotiating the implementation (and abuse) by Roman 

personnel of an imperial policy, often enacted by military personnel, that impacted the daily 

lives, energies, and possessions of many in the empire, namely the practice of avggarh,ion (Latin: 

angaria).  For the Roman government, avggarh,ion/angaria was part of an imperial system in 

which civilians provided service to the state in the form of requisitioned transportation and other 

forms of labor.  In practice, it represented an ongoing imposition of imperial control over its 

subjects; it was inconvenient at best, and was often abused by those with access to the 

prerogatives the system afforded.  Matthew’s Jesus addresses the practice at 5:41 when he 

teaches: “If anyone [commonly a soldier] forces you (avggareu,w) to go one mile, go also the 

second mile.”  I argue that this teaching on negotiating Roman avggarh,ion/angaria outlines a self-

protective practice of active non-violent resistance which has the potential to express dissent 

while preserving lives, elevating dignity, and embodying the Empire of God, which stands in 

discrete and asymmetrical opposition to the Empire of Rome until such time as God brings it to 

eschatological fulfillment. 

 While other scholars have rightly noted the historical context of Matthew 5:41 in relation 

to Roman military practices, I here emphasize a number of aspects of negotiating imperial power 

which have not been addressed heretofore.  These aspects include dimensions of gender at work 

in the practice, and concerns of Roman administrators to curb egregious abuses of the practice 
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that stoked resentment and anger among subjugated provincials.  First, I set the teaching of the 

Matthean Jesus on avggarh,ion/angaria  in relation to the possible cultural knowledge of the 

Gospel’s audience, noting its development and providing examples from throughout the Empire, 

including Syria.  Next, I note the contributions of other scholars to interpretations of Matthew 

5:41 – in particular Walter Wink, who emphasizes the role of non-violent action as a means of 

self-preservation and resistance.  Finally, I argue that Matthew’s reference to a widespread 

Roman military practice points towards practices of imperial negotiation among Jesus’ followers 

that have the potential to express dissent while preserving their lives, elevating their dignity, and 

embodying the Empire of God. 

 

2. Jesus’ Response to Everyday Violence (Matt 5:41) 

 Numerous scholars have noted the placement of Mathew 5:41 in a series of “antitheses” 

or “supertheses” in Matthew 5:21-48.
543

  These short statements contain commentary on Torah 

with a formula that first quotes scripture (thesis), then offers Jesus’ teaching 

(antithesis/superthesis) on how to fulfill it: “you have heard x, but/and I say to you y.”
544

  The 

section is designed to illustrate Matthew’s contention that Jesus has come to fulfill the 

commandments of Torah and prophets and to teach his followers to do the same, so that they 

“will be called great in the Empire of heaven” (5:19).
545

  Jesus’ speech takes a well-known 
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 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:504-9; Luz, Matthew 1-7, 226-32; Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 143-44. 
544

 Although many scholars have used the term “antithesis” to describe Jesus’ teaching here, the term “superthesis” 

may be more appropriate to avoid the implication of supercessionism.  Jesus is not replacing the Torah but 

explaining to his hearers how they may intensify commitment to and fulfill it (Matt 5:17).  The Greek particle de,, 
BDAG, 3

rd
 ed., 213, may be used: “to connect one clause to another, either to express simple contrast or simple 

continuation... [as in] a series of closely related data or lines of narrative, and, as for… [or as] a marker with 

additive relation, with possible suggestion of contrast, at the same time… [or] heightened emphasis, but also.” 
545

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:481-2; Luz, Matthew 1-7, 210, notes that “Matthew 5:17-20 introduces the main 

part of the Sermon on the Mount.  With the catchwords “law” (no,moj) and “prophets” ( ,profh/tai), 5:17 and 7:12 

form an inclusion.  The main part consists of the sections 5:21-48 and 6:19-7:11, which are of exactly equal length, 

and the shorter central section 6:1-18.” 
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saying and intensifies it – a rhetorical technique meant to spur the thinking and behavior of 

Jesus’ followers so that their “righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees” (5:20), 

and that they may be perfect (te,leioj), “as your heavenly Father is perfect” (5:48). 

 Within the larger section of Matthew 5:21-48, the thesis and superthesis found in 5:38-42 

address the question of reciprocal violence as a form of justice with reference to Exodus 21:24, 

Leviticus 24:20, and Deuteronomy 19:21.  Jesus begins by saying: “You have heard that it was 

said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’  And I say to you, Do not resist violently (mh. 

avntisth/nai) an evildoer” (5:38-39a).  He follows this proposal with four illustrations.  These 

include: 

(1) if struck, turn the other check (5:39b); 

(2) if sued for a tunic (citw,n), give your cloak also (5:40); 

(3) if forced (avggareu,w) to go one mile, go a second mile also (5:41); 

(4) if someone begs and borrows, do not refuse to loan to them (5:42).   

 

It is noteworthy that the first, second, and fourth examples can be pictured as interpersonal or 

intercommunal situations or problems, as will be seen in the arguments of several scholars 

below.  To make sense of the third example, however, it must be understood in its Roman 

imperial context.  Beginning with the insightful work of Walter Wink, I argue below that Jesus’ 

teaching on going a second mile is formulated specifically to address the practices of Roman 

military requisitioning of animal and human labor (avggarh,ion/angaria).
546

  My approach frames 

the Matthean Jesus’ teaching as both practical advice on avoiding physical harm and violence 

and as a practice of active non-violent resistance that pierces the public transcript of imperial 

domination and counters it. 
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 Walter Wink, Engaging the Powers (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 197, n.546. 
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 Although a cursory reading of Jesus’ command in 5:39a (“Do not violently resist an 

evildoer”) may lead to the impression that Jesus is talking solely about interpersonal conflict, 

there are many instances where the verb, avnqi,sthmi, is used in a military context – where the 

common translation “stand against” serves as a euphemism for individuals and armies fighting 

and doing battle with each other.
547

  The verb therefore often denotes violence as a key means of 

expressing opposition.  Negated as here, the verb expresses not employing violence.  Josephus 

uses the word to denote military violence on several occasions: Agrippa points out to his subjects 

that their forefathers “failed to fight against” (ouvk avnte,scon) a small portion of Roman military 

power (JW 2.357); outside Jerusalem, the Roman general Titus fights alone against a force of 

Jewish defenders who rush up the hill towards him (de. kaqV au`to.n avnatre,cousin avnqi,statai, JW 

5.89); in the battle for Jotapa, Josephus (with authorial hubris) claims that the Jewish defenders 

would not have been able to fight against (avnqi,stasqai) the enemy if he had deserted (JW 

3.196).
548

  In the Bible, the Israelites are warned that the results of idolatry will be an inability to 

fight against their enemies (Lev 26:37; Josh 7:13; 23:9); the followers of Jesus are counseled to 

participate in heavenly warfare by making a stand (a battle line) against evil and resisting (Eph 

6:13; Jas 4:7; and 1 Pet 5:9).
549

  In 3 Macc 6:19 the verb is also used when angels appear from 

heaven to fight against the enemy army (avnte,sthsan kai. th.n du,namin tw/n u`penanti,wn) of King 

Ptolemy Philopator to save the Jews.
550

  Beyond this, Wink points out that there are similar 

cognates of i`sthmi:  
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 avnqi,sthmi, Liddle and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon 9
th

 Ed. (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1977), 140, refers to a 

variety of occurrences all related to warfare: Thucydides, Peloponnesian War. 1.54, 105; (setting up a victory trophy 

against an enemy); 4.115 (in battle); Herodotus, Histories 5.72; 6.117; 8.75 (resisting the enemy in battle). 
548

 Other references include: JW 1.107; 7.246; Ant. 12.308; Ap. 2.23. 
549

 Other NT occurrences include: Luke 21:15 and Acts 6:10 (adversaries cannot resist words of wisdom given by 

the Spirit); Galatians 2:11 (Paul opposes Cephas “to his face”); and Romans 13:2 (Paul counsels Christ-followers to 

obey Roman law and not to resist authority). 
550

 The angels appear after the prayer of the righteous priest Eleazar (3 Macc 6:1-16); there are parallels here to Matt 

26:51-54, where (following a prayer) Jesus says he may call upon “twelve legions of angels” for assistance. 
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The verbal stem… is compounded in a wide variety of terms devoting violent 

warfare, attack, revolt, rebellion, insurrection, and revolution:  

 aphistemi: ‘Judas the Galilean rose up’ – Acts 5:37 

 ephistemi: ‘they attacked Jason's house’ –  Acts 17:5 

 epanistemi: ‘children will rise up against parents’ – Mark 13:12 // Matt.  

 10:21 

 katephistemi: ‘the Jews made a united attack!’ – Acts 18:12 

 exanistemi: ‘rise up from the ambush and seize’ – Josh 8:7 

 antikathistemi: ‘resisted to the point of shedding blood’ – Heb 12:4 

 sunephistemi: ‘the crowd joined in attacking’ – Acts 16:22
551

 

 

 In Matthew 5:39a, avnqi,sthmi indicates a negative command: do not violently fight in 

opposition to powerful adversaries.  This is good advice for untrained and unarmed provincials, 

but it does not imply that Jesus’ hearers are to passively accept domination by soldiers who insist 

upon assistance, or to acquiesce to powers opposed to God’s will.  As in other situations 

throughout Matthew’s gospel, the choice to not “resist” with physical violence is both tactical 

and strategic.  Tactically, it would be unwise to disobey a party of well-trained and well-armed 

Roman soldiers while on the road; strategically, followers of Jesus are to wait for and trust in 

God’s own timing for the defeat of Rome’s empire, when the Son of Man will return in 

eschatological judgment to secure victory over the nations.
552

  For these reasons, the necessity of 

negotiating abusive imperial practices such as the angaria is both provisional and kerygmatic – 

important for the survival and well-being of the Matthean community until they complete their 

work at the end of the age (Matt 28:20).  The scope of Roman angaria is wide and pervasive 
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 Walter Wink, “Beyond Just War and Pacifism: Jesus’ Nonviolent Way,” Review and Expositor, Jan. 1 (1992): 

209, n.6. 
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 c.f. Matt 24:1-31; 26:51-54.  See Chapter 7. 
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throughout its provinces, including Syria; and it is to a description of this practice that I now 

turn. 

 

3.  vAggarh,ion as a Means of Imperial Control 

 The Greek historian Herodotus provides the earliest documentation for the practice of 

avggarh,ion, a system of horseback couriers in Persian empire in which messages were passed 

from one rider to another, for as long as was necessary to complete the journey.
553

  In the Roman 

period, a similar system called the cursus publicus was adopted and developed by the emperor 

Augustus.  The Roman practice at first made use of a series of runners, but later was changed to 

individual messengers using multiple horses and conveyances.  This provided greater security for 

private correspondence, and allowed opportunity for the messenger to be questioned directly and 

provide additional observations to the recipient.
554

  Within the cursus publicus (the overall 

system), the Romans seem to have understood the avggarh,ion/angaria in reference to the 

requisition of animals, conveyances, and people for use in the system.
555
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 Detailed evidence for the cursus publicus comes from an important inscription from 

Sagalassus in central Pisidia (then in the province of Galatia).  Written in Latin and Greek, the 

inscription is an official edict to the townspeople from Sextus Sotidius Strabo Libuscidianus, the 

legatus pro praetorae of the emperor Tiberius (ruled 14-37 CE).
 556

  It addresses the ways in 

which the cursus publicus will be enacted by both provincial residents and Roman officials: (1) 

each town will provide a certain number of vehiculi (wagons or carts), mules or donkeys, and 

lodging for government officials; (2) the use of wagons/carts and animals will be paid for; and 

(3) only those authorized may use the system.
557

  These authorized persons include the 

procurator (governor) of the province, senators, equites, centurions and other soldiers, so long as 

they carry an official authorization (diplomata) or are travelling through the province on military 

business.
558

  There are additional constraints at the end of the edict: “nothing [is] to be provided 

for those who transport grain or anything else of that sort either for their own use or to sell… [or] 

for anyone for their own personal baggage animals or their freedmen’s or for their slaves’ 

animals.”
559

  Sotidius concludes, however, that mansio (lodging/shelter) will be provided 
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“without payment for all members of my own staff, for persons on military service from other 

provinces and for freedmen and slaves of the best of princes [the emperor] and for the animals of 

these persons, in such a way that these do not exact other services without payment from people 

who are unwilling.”
560

 

 E.W. Black provides a detailed examination of the archaeological remains of mansiones 

in Britain from this same period.
561

  These roadside facilities typically took the form of a 

boarding house with attached stables centered on a central courtyard: “In theory the existence of 

a particular building serving as a mansio exempted the inhabitants of a settlement from having 

soldiers or officials requisitioning accommodation in their homes.  In practice it did not always 

work.”
562

  In rural Britain, the development of new Roman roads and “the decision to build a 

mansio was usually accompanied by the creation of a village or market settlement to service 

it.”
563

  This was not necessarily true in more fully developed areas of the eastern empire, but the 

requirements of a mansio were the same: “a pool of craftsmen and local suppliers for its efficient 

running.… [One list includes] mule-driver (mulio), wagon-driver (carpentarius), veterinary 

(mulomedicus), and groom (hippocomus) as personnel assigned to the cursus publicus.”
564

  In 

one case, a governor convinced a group of villagers to move to a new mansio-community by 

promising them a respite from taxes, military levies, and the angaria.
565

  Black notes that the 

majority of the staff at the mansio itself was probably slaves.
566

  These slaves, as I will 

emphasize below, did not have a choice as to their participation in the cursus publicus, and (as 
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throughout the empire) were mixed in to the local population.  The presence of slaves 

complicates and creates the need for a nuanced interpretation of Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:41. 

 While it is true that the presence of the cursus publicus represented another aspect of 

imperial control of a region, it was not merely the increase of communication between Roman 

agents (governors, military commanders, soldiers at garrisons and outposts), the requisitioning of 

local animal and human labor, and construction of mansiones supported by slave labor that was 

the problem for local populations.  It was also that the practice of angaria was rife with abuse.  

Stephen Mitchell notes that the inscription from Sagalassus cited above is but one in 

a long series of imperial documents, beginning in the reign of Tiberius and 

culminating in a group of rescripts from the emperors of the fourth and early fifth 

centuries collected in book VIII of the Theodosian Code.  Almost without 

exception these documents record abuses of the system or attempts to rectify 

them…. Officials and soldiers were always the first source of trouble.
567

 

 

A number of documents bear out this contention.  Mitchell provides an “incomplete” list of 

twenty-one inscriptions and letters from a variety of persons, locales, and time periods that 

include: an edict of the emperor’s son Germanicus in Egypt (19 CE); two from prefects L. 

Aemiliius Rectus and Cn. Vergilius Capito during the reigns of Gaius Caligula (37-41 CE) and 

Claudius (41-54 CE); one from C. Vergilius Capito in 48 CE; and one from M. Petronius 

Mamertinus during the reign of Hadrian (117-138 CE).
568

  Elsewhere, although it is not 

mentioned by name, Tacitus records two events that imply the abuse of the cursus publicus. The 

first was by rebellious soldiers of Legion XXI who were detained in Gaul by the Helvetii, “who 
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intercepted some letters which were being carried in the name of the army in Germany to the 

legions in Pannonia, and they kept the centurions and certain soldiers in custody” during the 

months following Nero’s death (68 CE).
569

  The second was by Coenus, a freedman of Nero, 

who lied about Otho’s death in 69 CE: “He had invented this tale to secure… a renewed validity 

for Otho’s passports [diplomata] which were being disregarded.”
570

   

 In the province of Syria, another example of abuse of the angaria is found in a public 

inscription from Epiphania (Hama), a city located north of Emesa and southeast of Apamea.  It 

dates to the reign of Domitian (81-96 CE), and shows that the emperor himself was aware of the 

effects systemic abuse could have on provincial populations.  An excerpt of this inscription is 

quoted at the beginning of this chapter; the full text reads as follows: 

From instructions of Imperator [Dom]itianus Caesar, son of Augustus, Augustus.  

To Claudius Athenodorus, procurator: Among items of special importance that 

required great attention by my father, the god Vespasianus, I know that he gave 

great care to the cities’ privileges.  With his mind fixed on them he ordered that 

neither by the rending of beasts of burden nor by the distress of lodging should 

the provinces be burdened, but, nevertheless, by conscious decision or not, 

deliberate neglect has set in and this order has not been observed, for there 

remains up to the present an old and vigorous custom which, little by little, will 

progress into law if it is not obstructed by force from gaining strength.  I instruct 

you to see to it that nobody commandeers a beast of burden unless he has a permit 

from me.  For it is most unjust that, either by the favor or prestige of certain 

people, requisitions should take place which nobody but myself can grant.  

Therefore, let there be nothing which will break my instructions and spoil my 

intent, which is most advantageous to the cities, for to help the weakened 
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provinces is just, provinces which with difficulty have enough for the necessities 

of life.  Let no force be used against them contrary to my wish, and let nobody 

commandeer a guide unless he has a permit from me, for, when farmers are torn 

away from their homes, the fields will remain without their attention….
571

 

 

This imperial decree notes that the commonly abused practice of commandeering beasts of 

burden (accompanied by their owner or handler) to haul or pull a load and local residents to 

serve as guides across a section of territory resulted in both an inconvenience and loss of income 

for local populations.  Some scholars have proposed that the statement in this inscription 

(“farmers are torn away from their homes, the fields will remain without their attention”) 

coupled with a positive statement by Suetonius (Domitian 7, 14) on Domitian’s agricultural 

production policy indicates that the emperor’s concern was to protect the citizens of the 

provinces.
572

  This appearance of concern, however, does not capture the intent of Domitian’s 

decree – which mandates that rights for transportation were to be reserved for those holding 

imperial diplomata.
573

  Thus the emperor’s concern was not primarily to lessen the burden on the 

local population in Syria, but to assert his own power and control over the imperial system of 

requisitioned transport, as well as to ensure that provincial farmers were able to work their fields, 

harvest their crops, and pay their taxes to support the Roman government. 

 Imperial interest in the effects of the angaria is further illustrated by coins from the reign 

of Nerva (97 CE) that commemorate a government act: “VEHICVLATIONE ITALIAE 

REMISSA” (the remission of the vehiculatio tax for certain Italian towns).
574

  While this 
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remission was surely a welcome development for the people of those communities near the 

imperial center, the emperor’s interest was again to assert and strengthen imperial patronage and 

prerogatives.  Likewise, the celebration of tax relief on the coins reinforces the impression that 

the system in general was burdensome, unstable, and unpopular – yet another occasion in which 

the powerful could exact goods and services and have their way with those below them. 

 

      

Figure 5.1: This example of a sestertius of Nerva (97 CE) shows the emperor on the obverse; the reverse 

commemorates the remission of animal requisitions for the cursus publicus among Italian towns.  

Pictured are two mules, grazing in opposite directions.  Behind them are poles, harness, and wheels of an 

upturned cart. The coin reads: VEHICVLATIONE ITALIAE REMISSA, SC.  [Source:  “Nerva AE 

Sestertius,” David Sear, Roman Coins and Their Values II: The Accession of Nerva to the Overthrow of 

the Severan Dynasty AD 96 – AD 235 (London: Spink Books, 2002), No. 3055.  Image from Wildwinds 

Coins, admin. David Kurth, http://www.wildwinds.com/coins/sear5/s3055.html.] 

 

 

 

 

 The perception of angaria as a practice rife with abusive violence was present in the first 

century CE as well.  In his famous work, The Metamorphosis, the Roman author Apuleius 

creates a scene in which his protagonist (a man who has been turned into a donkey) narrates the 

ways in which angaria could be imposed on provincial populations.  Although the 

Metamorphosis is a fiction, contains exaggeration for humorous effect, and is intended perhaps 
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for an elite Roman audience, the scene is written with verisimilitude, and points towards ways in 

which the angaria was practiced throughout the empire.  The scene begins: 

On the road we encountered a tall man whose dress and manners marked him as a 

legionary [miles e legione].  He inquired in a haughty and arrogant tone where my 

master [a gardener] was taking his empty ass.  But my master[, who] …did not 

know Latin, walked right past him without a word.  The soldier, unable to restrain 

his natural insolence, took offence at the gardener’s silence as if it were an insult 

and struck him with the vine-staff [vitus] he was carrying, knocking him off my 

back.  The gardener then humbly answered that he could not understand what the 

soldier said because he did not know the language.  So the soldier responded in 

Greek.  “Where,” he asked, “Are you taking that ass of yours?”  The gardener 

replied that he was taking him to the next city.  “Well, I need his services,” said 

the other.  “He must carry our commanding officer’s baggage from the nearby fort 

with all the other pack animals.”  He immediately laid hands on me, took hold of 

my lead rope, and started to drag me away.
575

 

 

The encounter continues with additional casual and arbitrary violence: his animal requisitioned, 

the gardener tries to plead and bargain with the centurion, who responds by beating him again 

with the vine-staff.  They begin to fight, and the gardener knocks the soldier down and wounds 

him with a stone from the roadside.  He then tries to escape by riding away toward town on the 

narrator/donkey (Metamorphosis 9.40).  The centurion follows, and enlists the help of fellow 

soldiers stationed in the town, who search out the gardener’s hiding place.  After finding him, 

they “handed him over to the magistrates, and took him off to the public gaol, no doubt for 

execution” (Metamorphosis 9.41-2).  The next day, the centurion “unfastened me from the stable 

without anyone stopping him and led me away.  He loaded me with his own baggage from his 
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barracks… and took me out on the road.”  When they arrive at the legionary fort, the centurion is 

immediately assigned to travel elsewhere, so he sells the donkey for eleven denarii 

(Metamorphosis 10.13) – a nice profit from a stolen animal that cost him nothing.   

 Thus Apuleius’ narrative reveals widespread awareness about the abuse of the angaria.  

It points toward haughty attitudes that soldiers could take towards provincial subjects they were 

sent to pacify, and the violence they could use to enforce imperial claims and rule.  The authority 

of the centurion (and all soldiers) over local populations was understood as a fact of life across 

the empire; yet even Apuleius, writing for an elite audience, is aware of some strategies 

employed by those who might resist.  Using his ignorance of Latin as a pretext, the farmer first 

feigns a lack of understanding about the centurion’s intent.  When this doesn’t work, he makes a 

personal appeal, begging the soldier for mercy.  Frustrated at the loss of his animal, the farmer 

resorts to an outburst of violence, and then must flee and hide.  The power of the empire, 

however, is far-reaching and unforgiving: the farmer pays for his misstep into unsanctioned 

violence with his life.   

 It is noteworthy that Jesus, too, employs what might be considered the requisitioning of 

local animals in Matthew 21:1-7.  Here, on the outskirts of Jerusalem, Jesus sends two disciples 

to find him an animal to ride on his “triumphal entry” – an event the gospel writers portray with 

reference to Zechariah 9:9 and which has allusions to the victory parades of Roman generals.  

Perhaps because of the usual practice of angaria, Jesus anticipates resistance to his plan, and 

says to his disciples: “If anyone says anything to you, just say this, ‘The Lord needs them.’ And 

he will send them out (avposte,llw) immediately” (Matt 21:3).  Matthew leaves unstated the 
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response of any possible bystanders; the disciples go and return with the animals without 

incident.
576

   

 By the late empire the definition of avggarh,ion had expanded to include almost any 

compulsory and burdensome act.  In the Eastern provinces, Benjamin Isaac notes how the 

Babylonian Talmud makes a distinction between ‘returning angaria’ and ‘angaria which does 

not return’: “there are cases where an animal is taken temporarily for work for the authorities and 

there are cases where it is lost for good.”
577

  Dan Sperber likewise quotes the Palestinian Talmud, 

which describes the return of animals requisitioned in the avggarh,ion: “Some teach that it is like 

death, whilst others teach [that] he may say ‘Here before thee is thine.’  Those who teach that 

angaria is like death [refer] to a case where he (the hirer) could have come to terms [when an 

animal is requisitioned.  Whereas] they that teach ‘Here before thee is thine’ [refer] to a case 

where he could not have come to terms (with the authorities, and… is in no way personally 

responsible).”
578

  These statements are attributed to rabbis from the mid-2
nd

 to 3
rd

 century CE, 

and (as has been seen above) seem to indicate that whatever the official practices had been or 

were currently, the avggarh,ion was either being abused or had been expanded so much so that 

requisitioned animals were routinely not returned to their owners.  This potential loss of 

expensive and necessary animals, coupled with the risks of farming (drought, crop failure) and 

high tax burdens described in the previous chapter was another burden the Roman empire placed 

on the shoulders of provincial farmers. 
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 The expansion of avggarh,ion was not limited to animals and labor, but in time became 

applicable to other goods.  Isaac notes how, during the empire-wide monetary crisis of the 2
nd

 – 

3
rd

 centuries CE, the army accepted annona militaris: taxation as payment-in-kind for supplies 

such as grain, bread, wine, and clothing.
579

  At times, “those whose property was confiscated 

were… forced to transport the goods themselves [to the army base,] and that would have been 

called angaria or prosecutio annonae.”
580

  This situation is the case in another story told by 

Rabbi Aha, in which a group of mule drivers “heard there was angaria in town.  They said: 

come, let us unload these goatskins in this tomb and let us flee.”  They were worried about the 

loss of their transported goods and the animals on which their livelihoods depended.
581

   

 On still other occasions, the avggarh,ion took the form of outright forced labor, such as 

that of Rabbi Ze’ira, who was compelled to carry myrtle to a government station of the cursus 

publicus.
582

  The Tosefta Baba Mezia also addresses this situation, ruling that: “He who hires a 

laborer, and this laborer is conscripted… he (the hirer) has to pay him his wages for so much as 

he has done.”
583

  Along similar lines, the gospel writers describe how Simon of Cyrene is 

compelled by soldiers to carry Jesus’ cross.  Both Matthew 27:32 and Mark 15:21 use the verb 

avggareu,w, while Luke 23:26 uses evpilamba,nomai to name this practice in a first century CE 

context.
584

  According to Walter Wink, this episode in the Gospels was one instance in which 

“whoever was found on the street could be compelled into service,” and is also the topic under 

discussion in Matthew 5:41.
585
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The rabbinic examples I cite here, while falling outside the dates of Matthew’s gospel, 

indicate a trajectory of development that is in line with the evidence seen at Epiphania, 

Sagalassus, and throughout the Empire.  The system of avggarh,ion/angaria was designed to 

benefit agents of the Roman Empire; in practice these same agents (soldiers and government 

officials) often abused the system in ways that were detrimental to local populations.  The 

rabbinic sources discussed above offer glimpses of a subaltern group discussing and negotiating 

with the policies and practices of Roman imperialism in the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 centuries CE by seeking 

just compensation among community members who are harmed by the practice, at times 

employing deception, but also complying with imperial rules and practices.  Matthew 5:41 

indicates that similar negotiation was taking place among the followers of Jesus at the time of the 

writing of the Gospel. 

 The above examples serve to highlight my argument that the Gospel presents the 

Matthean Jesus’ teaching as a way for non-elites in Roman provinces like Syria to negotiate with 

the overwhelming presence and power of the Roman military.  The advice about the 

avggarh,ion/angaria is aimed at a rural population – especially male farmers who may have been 

forced from their fields and daily labor to transport burdens for soldiers and government 

officials.  This imperial practice had – at a minimum – a detrimental impact on agricultural 

households in terms of lost work hours and income.  When the practice was abused (as it often 

was), the burden became more onerous, and the risks to workers in the fields included 

intimidation, coercion, physical violence, stolen animals, legal trouble, and even death if they 

offered direct resistance.  Thus Jesus’ teaching provides practical advice for active, non-violent 

resistance that has the potential to preserve lives, elevate dignity, and express dissent by 

embodying the Empire of God.  In the next section I point out, however, that Jesus’ teaching 
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must be qualified: it – and Matthew’s Gospel in general – is based on androcentric assumptions.  

Jesus’ command to “go a second mile” appears to be directed at free males who have some 

ability to advocate for themselves in the imperial system, in contrast to women and slaves, whose 

options are more limited. 

 

4. Approaches to Jesus’ teaching on  vAggarh,ion 

 As has been observed in previous chapters, the ways in which most scholars interpret 

Matthean texts tend to seek answers to questions of textual criticism, theology/christology, and 

ethnicity.  This holds true for Matthew 5:41, in which many scholars correctly identify the 

connection between Jesus’ teaching on avggarh,ion and Roman angaria, but neglect to address the 

imperial context and its implications for Matthew’s readers.  Understandably, many link Jesus’ 

teaching in 5:38-42 with that of 5:43-48 in which loving (avgapa,w) and praying (proseu,comai) for 

enemies are to be signs that his followers are “perfect” like their Father in heaven.  Keener, for 

instance, writes of 5:41 that “Matthew presumably means submission to a Roman soldier’s 

demands…. Yet ‘going the extra mile’ is not only a case of submitting to unjust demands but 

exceeding them – showing love to one’s oppressor, although one’s associates may wrongly view 

this love as collaboration with the enemy occupation.  It is bending over backward to show that 

one loves and takes no offense.”
586

  Unfortunately, without attention to the imperial context, this 

approach to Jesus’ teaching relegates it to the realm of personal piety, neglects imperial 

structures, practices, and personnel, reinforces a sense of powerlessness and vulnerability among 

Matthew’s audience, and fails to note any possibility that Jesus is counselling non-violent 

resistance to injustices perpetrated on God’s people. 
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 Scholars making use of historical criticism identify redactional traces in Matthew 5:41 as 

a way to highlight the ways in which Matthew used source material, some of which was perhaps 

rooted in the words and ministry of the historical Jesus.
587

  This approach is not concerned about 

the imperial context and its implications for Matthew’s readers.  Thus, for Davies and Allison, 

Jesus is speaking in 5:41 about personal ethics and promoting interpersonal kindness, and is 

concerned with: “rooting out the spirit of personal vengeance and self-pity from his 

followers.”
588

  For Luz, the teachings of Matthew’s Jesus are “not very convincing... [and] give 

no thought to what may be their quite ambivalent consequences.”
589

  Instead, Luz argues that 

these teachings are meant to “protest symbolically against the standard use of force.  Their 

evidence is not that the behavior they demand would be plausible but that they are a ‘sigh of the 

oppressed’… against dehumanizing spirals of violence and of the hope for a different kind of 

personal behavior than what can be experienced in everyday life.”
590

  The manifestation of the 

kingdom of God is thus an eschatological hope that reveals God’s love for all,
591

 rather than a 

means by which Jesus teaches Matthew’s audience how to negotiate the everyday powers of 

Rome’s empire until it can be brought to eschatological judgment, overthrown and replaced by 

God’s Empire in the coming age. 

  Other scholars concerned with the question of ethnicity identify the locus of Matthew 

5:41 in the conflict between the Matthean community and nascent rabbinic Judaism and the 

boundaries between them.  Sim writes that the purpose of Matthew 5:21-48 is to provide a scene 

in which “Jesus the Messiah provides a new and definitive interpretation of the Mosaic code 

based upon the principle encapsulated in the love command…. [so that it] is affirmed… and its 
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demands intensified.”
592

  This “code of conduct” is an “ideal lifestyle” which “determines and 

sharpens the boundaries between the evangelist’s group and those who live outside it.”
593

  

Saldarini concurs, setting the teaching in the context of Matthew’s leadership of “a reform group 

in the Jewish community… [in which] justice and mercy is the core of Jesus’ message and of the 

Matthean way of life.”
594

  He also glosses over Matthew 5:41, emphasizing those verses around 

it that may apply to his argument: the Matthean community is one in which “legal retaliation will 

not be necessary, and love of enemies will repair broken relationships…. Matthew thus envisions 

his little group of believers-in-Jesus influencing Jewish society to become an ideal community 

ruled by God, that is, the ‘kingdom of heaven.’”
595

 

 Although he comes to a different conclusion about the ethnic composition of the 

Matthean community than Sim and Saldarini, J. Andrew Overman shares their perspective that 

the Gospel’s purpose is “community-forming,” and that Matthew 5-7 serves as a constitution 

which addresses concrete issues of community members getting along with one another.
596

  For 

Overman, the intent of Matthew 5:39-42 is to address the “disposition of the members toward 

one another… [and encourage] forgiveness and reconciliation… [including] those whom the 

members might hold to be enemies or outsiders, and not just fellow members of the 

community.”
597

  Thus, while those concerned with ethnicity may acknowledge that members of 

the Matthean community might interact with others beyond their own sectarian group, the 

imperial context in which community members live is invisible and left unexamined – and Jesus’ 
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teaching on the avggarh,ion is grouped with other general directions that are intended to direct 

intra-community relationships. 

 In contrast to the above mentioned approaches, Walter Wink argues that Jesus’ teaching 

on avggarh,ion provides a practice of non-violent social change.
598

  He begins by pointing out a 

long-standing interpretive problem of Matthew 5:41: “Christians have, on the whole, simply 

ignored this teaching.  It has seemed impractical, masochistic, suicidal – an invitation to bullies 

and spouse-batterers… Some who have tried to follow Jesus’ words have understood it to mean 

non-resistance: let the oppressor perpetrate evil unopposed…. Interpreted thus, the passage has 

become the basis for systematic training in cowardice, as Christians are taught to acquiesce in 

[the presence of] evil.”
599

  Wink notes that fundamental to this misinterpretation is the failure to 

appreciate that the command, mh. avntisth/nai (5:39) has the sense of violent and/or military 

action: “It means to resist violently, to revolt or rebel, to engage in an insurrection. Jesus is not 

encouraging submission to evil…. [Instead,] he cautions us against being made over into the very 

evil we oppose by adopting its methods and spirit.”
600

  Taking each statement of Matthew 5:38-

42 in turn, Wink shows how turning the other cheek (5:38-9), giving the outer garment (5:40), 

and going the second mile (5:41) are each creative examples of an approach that “can be used by 

individuals or large movements to intervene on behalf of justice for our neighbors – 

nonviolently.”
601

  Historically, he argues that these actions were methods of resistance and non-

cooperation, by which “the oppressed can recover the initiative and assert their human dignity in 

a situation that cannot for the time being be changed.”
602
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 Wink emphasizes that Jesus’ directions in 5:41 are designed to help his hearers in 

situations where structural changes to oppressive practices are not possible: Jesus “is helping an 

oppressed people find a way to protest and neutralize an onerous practice [angaria] despised 

through the empire…. He is formulating a worldly spirituality in which the people at the bottom 

of society or under the thumb of imperial power recover their humanity.”
603

  When faced with 

the avggarh,ion, Wink imagines the hearing and application of Jesus’ directions with sly humor: 

Imagine the soldier’s surprise when, at the next mile marker, he reluctantly 

reaches to assume his pack, and the civilian says, “Oh no, let me carry it another 

mile.”  Why would he want to do that?  What is he up to?  Normally, soldiers 

have to coerce people… but this Jew does so cheerfully, and will not stop!  Is this 

provocation?  Is he insulting the legionnaire’s strength?  Being kind?  Trying to 

get him disciplined for seeming to violate the rules of impressment?  Will this 

civilian file a complaint?  Create trouble?  From a situation of servile 

impressment, the oppressed have once more seized the initiative.
604

 

 

More so than other scholars, Wink’s analysis takes into account the daily reality facing local 

populations in places like Galilee and Syria.  Wink argues for a historical scenario based in early 

first century CE Galilee: “Jesus’ saying does not reflect a situation of daily occupation by 

Romans, but rather the occasional relocation of the legions guarding the empire’s eastern flank… 

[including] frequent dispatches of mail, troops, and supplies.  Roman soldiers also accompanied 

caravans and acted as police in suppressing robbers.”
605

  It is not necessary to fully agree with 

Wink’s contention that Matthew 5:41 reflects particular circumstances in the time of Jesus; 

rather, it is enough to acknowledge that the experience of negotiating angaria was an ongoing 

concern of local populations throughout the Roman Empire over centuries – including the late 
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first century CE during which Matthew’s gospel was written.  The clarity of Wink’s argument is 

nevertheless persuasive: that the audience of the Matthean Jesus was one “whose lifelong pattern 

has been to cringe before their masters” and his teaching was intended as “a way to liberate 

themselves from servile actions and a servile mentality.”
606

   

 Wink’s analysis and argument is similar to Scott’s assertion that a key element in the 

hidden transcript of an oppressed group subject to “insults and slights to human dignity” is the 

assertion of self-esteem, self-respect, and regaining of reputation.
607

  The hidden transcript of 

indignation (that only occasionally bursts forth) “represent[s] nothing more than the safe 

articulation of the assertion, aggression, and hostility that is thwarted by the onstage power of the 

dominant.  Discretion in the face of power requires that a part of the ‘self’ that would reply or 

strike back must lie low.”
608

  It is this dynamic of powerlessness that Matthew’s Jesus addresses 

in 5:41, providing a means by which the Gospel’s audience may engage the power of the Roman 

Empire, and find ways to safely and non-violently express dissent while preserving lives, 

elevating dignity, and embodying the Empire of God. 

 

5. The “Second Mile” as Strategy of Imperial Negotiation 

 Now that I have situated the Matthean Jesus’ advice in Matthew 5:41 in relation to the 

burdensome and often-abused Roman practice of avggarh,ion and drawn on Wink’s argument 

about the same, I raise several difficulties concerning the possibilities for resistance among local 

populations in Roman provinces, and the identity of those who may have sought to put Jesus’ 

directions about the avggarh,ion into practice.  The identity, status, and agency of such people are 
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revealed through attention to the characteristics of non-elite groups, who organized to resist 

imperial power in a variety of ways. 

 In order to evaluate the efficacy of Jesus’ teaching on the avggarh,ion for non-elite Roman 

provincials it is important to note from the outset that extant evidence about the system and 

problems arising from its abuse are products of imperial ideology.  The edicts, inscriptions, 

letters, and celebratory coins discussed above were all produced by elite Romans to increase 

control and perpetuate their rule while pacifying dissenting voices of local populations.  This is 

also true of Apuleius’ novel, which I read not as a social critique, but as entertainment that 

reinforces stereotypes and cultural norms through humorous exaggeration even as it might 

inscribe some common non-elite negotiations.  Although non-elite provincial subjects do not 

speak directly in official edicts, their voices can be heard in a muted fashion as the interlocutors 

of abusive practices.  Despite the fact that they are now (mostly) silenced dialogue partners, 

official responses indicate that local populations were active in raising concerns and complaints 

to relevant officials about their mistreatment at the hands of those more powerful.  Occasionally, 

these provincial residents appear to have been effective in securing a positive (albeit temporary) 

change for themselves within the system.  Besides reading official documents against the grain to 

listen for these subaltern voices, we can also hear them more clearly in rabbinic discussions from 

the late empire and in the words of Matthew’s Jesus from the late 1
st
 century CE.  Both the rabbis 

and Matthew are suggesting ways for their hearers to find ways to survive and live despite the 

overbearing system of Roman imperial power and control represented in the avggarh,ion. 

 It is possible to interpret the evidence I have discussed in a straightforward manner – with 

an awareness that complaints about abuses of the avggarh,ion represent both “the destructive 
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power of colonialism” and attempts by the imperial subjects to “question colonial authority.”
609

  

But the situation is more than a simple binary such as Wink sets up in his dichotomy of powerful 

and powerless, oppressor and oppressed.  A more nuanced approach is called for – one that 

acknowledges the hybrid identity and multiple overlapping social categories in which Matthew’s 

audience participated.  Ania Loomba notes Bhabha’s formulation of colonial discourse, cultural 

and ideological interchanges in which the colonizer and colonized act in mutual influence on 

each other – much to the chagrin of those in power.  She writes: 

Homi Bhabha suggests [that] the colonial discourses cannot smoothly ‘work’… In 

the very processes of their delivery, they are diluted and hybridized, so that the 

fixed identities that colonialism seeks to impose upon both the masters and the 

slaves are in fact rendered unstable… both are caught in a complex reciprocity 

and colonial subjects can negotiate the cracks of dominant discourses in a variety 

of ways.
610

 

 

This ability to work “the cracks” is much like Wink’s discussion of the oppressed finding ways 

resist their oppressive situation, finding ways to enact transformation bit by bit – without 

resorting to violent revolution – and to recover their stolen dignity.  It is similar also to Scott’s 

depiction of the public transcript, which, when enacted, produces resistance in the form of a 

hidden transcript that covertly undermines the ideology of the powerful: “Far from being a relief-

valve taking the place of actual resistance, the discursive practices offstage sustain resistance… 

[especially when] these are the forms that political struggle takes when frontal assaults are 

precluded by the realities of power.”
611

  Thus, in Roman Syria interaction between governors, 
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officials, soldiers and subaltern provincial subjects was conditioned by their social location and 

membership in multiple, overlapping groups – of which I highlight two: slavery and gender.
612

 

 As has been noted above, at least some percentage of workers involved in the cursus 

publicus system was enslaved.  This included those assigned to the mansiones, as well as any 

who might have been under the control of local owners, then sent as laborers to fulfill the 

requirements of local requisitions, or to deliver or care for requisitioned animals for a period of 

time.  These enslaved people would not have had the choice whether to walk one or two or 

twenty miles.  A slave’s option for resisting the avggarh,ion by walking a second mile as 

Matthew’s Jesus suggests would be constrained by the duty to follow a master’s instructions.  If 

the slave decided to go further than the required distance, there would be a risk of being accused 

of disobedience, and then punishment for not working as the master intended.  If the master also 

sought to undermine a soldier’s authority by indicating that he/she and the slave would continue 

carrying baggage for a second mile, there would be little room for the slave’s personal choice or 

advocacy for the Empire of God.  In this scenario, a slave may have participated in resistance to 

Roman domination expressed in the angaria, but would remain enmeshed in another expression 

of Roman power – slavery.  Following Wink’s reading, an enslaved person could choose to seek 

dignity and recognition of their humanity by adopting the spirit of Jesus’ teaching, but it would 

have been extremely difficult to follow the specifics of 5:41 as an unfree person.
613

  

Additionally, a master would not be likely to encourage or permit such thinking and behavior, 

which could rebound on the master in unforeseen ways. 
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 The same constraints would apply to a reading of the surrounding verses.  In the first 

case, a slave could not be sued for cloak or tunic (5:40), as whatever clothing he or she might 

own was the property of the master.  Slaves were considered property (“living tools”),
614

 and did 

not have the same rights as a free person in a court of law; their property was viewed as a part of 

their master’s, and their testimony would only be admissible after torture.
615

  Slaves did not have 

access to courts or the justice system; instead the master would serve as judge and prosecutor, 

and had great discretion to impose his or her will – up to and including death.
616

  In the second 

case, a slave could be struck (5:40) on the cheek and elsewhere without repercussion, and often 

were.
617

  The expected attitude for a slave was deference and submission, and the idea of active, 

let alone armed rebellion (antisth/nai) usually ended in death for those slaves involved.
618

 

 With this reality in mind, the “crack” in which an enslaved person might work to demand 

recognition and justice was much smaller than that of a free person.  The overlapping categories 

of subaltern slave and free would make implementation of Jesus’ advice more difficult: what was 

helpful for the latter group may not have been possible for the former.  Although there are a 

number of occasions in Matthew in which slave characters are featured positively and have 

personal agency,
619

 the ability of actual slaves to act was much more tenuous at 5:38-42.  This 

ambiguity and discontinuity is not surprising.  Wink’s identification of Jesus’ teaching at 5:41 as 

advocacy for “oppressed” people is correct, but must be complexified by acknowledging realities 

                                                      
614

 Aristotle, Politics 1.2.4.   
615

 J. Albert Harrill, Slaves in the New Testament: Literary, Moral and Social Dimensions (Minneapolis, MN: 

Fortress Press, 2006), 158-59. 
616

 Matt 18:23-34 illustrates a typical legal scenario, where a slave is judged by his master for financial indiscretions. 
617

 Harrill, Slaves, 39. 
618

 Appian, Civil Wars 1.14, 116-20 (White, LCL), describes the most famous example of Spartacus, who, after a 

three year rebellion, was defeated and killed in battle: “A large number of his men fled from the battlefield to the 

mountains… and continued to fight until they all perished except 6000, who were captured and crucified along the 

whole road from Capua to Rome.” 
619

 c.f. Matt 20:25-28; 24:45-51; 25:14-30, where these type of slaves appear in metaphorical construction. 



215 

 

of social status and the limits of possible responses for those who were constrained by multiple 

adverse identities in Roman society.
620

 

 A second factor in which complex categories of non-elite identity reveals the limits of 

implementing Jesus’ teaching is the role of gender in Roman society.  If non-elite males were 

oppressed by elite Roman males (and perhaps females), then non-elite females were doubly so.  

In traditional Mediterranean societies, whether Jewish, Greek, or Roman, this double bind was 

found (among other places) in expressions of honor and shame, in which the status of men was 

linked to the behavior of the women in their families.  This cultural constraint is described by 

Zeba Crook, who summarizes Bruce Malina’s well-known work on the matter: “there are gender 

double standards when it comes to honor and shame.  There is behavior that is expected and 

appropriate of males and females respectively, and mixing them is inappropriate.”
 621

  In this 

context, it seems likely that the advice of the Matthean Jesus about creatively overturning or 

even protesting the dynamics of power in Matthew 5:41 is more applicable and directed to males 

(such as Rabbi Ze’ira and Simon of Cyrene in Matt 27:32) rather than females (free or enslaved).  

Although there is no direct evidence when it comes to the angaria, it seems likely that Roman 

soldiers, socialized to the norms and expectations of Roman masculinity, would be more likely to 

seek out males for the gendered role of “hard” work to carry heavy equipment and baggage.  At 

the same time, non-elite males would have also sought to prevent a situation in which the 

females in their families and communities had to do such work, so that they could uphold their 

own expectations about proper gender roles and to preserve this aspect of their own and their 

family’s honor. 
                                                      
620
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Crook also points out that elite Roman notions of honor and shame were intertwined with 

ideas about sexuality, in which patriarchal discourse associated women with shame.  He notes 

that it is not realistic to imagine that all women (especially non-elite women) were sequestered in 

their homes to preserve their moral and sexual purity.
622

  This is the second reason that 

provincial women might raise questions about the wisdom of applying Jesus’ teaching about the 

second mile.  More serious than the shame of breaking social norms about gendered labor roles 

was the risk of sexual violence for women at the hands of aggressive soldiers.  Tacitus (Ann. 

14.31ff) tells of an infamous incident among the Iceni of Britain where this kind of violence took 

place, and sexual assault was one aspect of enacting imperial control.  Upon the death of 

Prasutagus, a Roman ally and client ruler, the king’s lands and property were annexed and Iceni 

territory turned into a Roman province.  To demonstrate the symbolic and literal fall of the royal 

family, Prasutagas’ wife, Boudicca (who may have objected to the annexation on behalf of her 

daughters, although Tacitus does not say), was publically whipped and their two daughters were 

raped [stupro violatae] by Roman soldiers.
623

  These acts were likely intended to serve as an 

example to the Iceni – representing an unsubtle threat towards the women and daughters of the 

common people.  Tacitus blames the perpetration of this atrocity along with the pillaging of 

wealth and property throughout the territory on centurions and veterans in newly founded 

colonies; he sidesteps the imperial decree and involvement of elite Roman officials (emperor, 

governor, generals) that caused these actions to be carried out.
624

  In response to this expression 
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of imperial expansion, the Iceni were provoked to widespread anger and outrage, and – led by 

their queen Boudicca – allied with other British tribes to take up arms in open revolt.  This 

example, while serving Tacitus as a cautionary tale against greed and loss of virtuous control, 

also speaks to the way in which Roman soldiers could threaten non-compliant women of a 

subject territory with sexual violence, and sometimes act upon it.
625

 

 Throughout the first century CE, it is possible that a non-elite woman in Galilee 

or Syria could have been forced to fulfill the requirements of labor associated with the 

avggarh,ion.  But if such a woman had to walk for one mile down a Roman highway from 

her village, why would she choose to extend this potentially dangerous situation any 

longer than necessary?  No matter if she was compelled alone or with a group of other 

local men and women, the fear of sexual assault from soldiers with bad intent would have 

increased as the miles did.  And those following such advice would be naïve at best and 

foolishly risking danger at worst.  Thus, Jesus’ teaching to go a second mile down the 

road is androcentric; for female members of Matthew’s audience it is unwarranted.   

 In another more plausible scenario that depends on typical gender roles of 

household responsibilities, a woman may have been forced to comply with the requests of 

soldiers in her home.  On some occasions the requirements of angaria could permit 

soldiers to demand lodging, food, and shelter along the road.  This practice, called 

hospitium (billeting), was also subject to abuse – as is evidenced in a letter from the 

governor of Syria Julius Saturnius to the villagers of Phaena in 185-86 CE: “If any 
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soldier or private citizen billets with you against your will, inform me and you will 

receive satisfaction.  For you owe no contribution to strangers nor can you be compelled, 

if you have a guest-room, to receive into your houses strangers.  Display this in a 

conspicuous place in your chief-village, lest anyone offer the excuse of ignorance.”
626

  In 

this context, a local woman and her household would have been exploited by the 

uninvited ‘guests’ for however long they chose to stay.  This exploitation would have 

included space (including beds and blankets in short supply), light and heat (by hearth or 

oil lamps), and food and drink (use of scarce household resources: time and cost to cook 

for additional people, perhaps breaking into winter stores), and the indignity (as Scott 

describes) of being so treated without redress.  The economic risks posed by hospitium 

are all the more clear when recalling the status of most of the populace, which Friesen 

and Longenecker identify as just above subsistence (22-27%) or at subsistence (30-40%) 

levels, little able to afford the use of precious resources for billeting soldiers, and placing 

them at risk of sliding below subsistence levels along with a 25-28% of the rest of the 

population.
627

   

 In this intimate setting, there would have been increased risk from soldiers who 

wanted to abuse their authority, especially by means of sexual violence against female 

members of the household.  Yet there would also have been opportunities for the woman 

and her family to practice creative forms of resistance: Were good blankets hidden away, 

and old thin ones provided instead?  Was the food cooked properly?  Were the stone 

flakes from the quern picked out of the flour after grinding before bread was baked?  Was 

the water clean?  Was the wine watered?  Would there be backlash to any perceived 
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disrespect or non-compliance?  Creative application of Jesus’ non-violent resistance 

could be undertaken; but, again, carrying a burden for a second mile was not one of them. 

 Alongside the situation of non-elite women, the presence of any enslaved woman 

complicates the picture of female roles and the usefulness of Jesus’ directions in Matthew 

5:41.  Like a male slave, the female slave was responsible to her master or mistress – and 

would have been constrained from following Jesus’ directions for the same reasons of 

obedience and punishment.  Additionally, an enslaved woman in the ancient world was 

always “vulnerable to sexual abuse,”
628

 and imagining that she would place herself in a 

potentially more risky situation on the road is difficult to fathom as any sort of creative 

negotiation that restores dignity, resists Empire, or witnesses to the “good news” (Matt 

4:23) about the Kingdom of Heaven.
629

 

 

6. Conclusion 

For all the above arguments of social status and gender it is difficult to imagine how 

Jesus’ specific directions at 5:41 could be enacted easily by slaves and women who needed to 

avoid trouble with their masters and prevent the violence of sexual assault.  However, if these 

same slaves and women (with their multiple, overlapping identities) understood Jesus’ teaching 

on the avggarh,ion as Wink suggests – illustrative, subversive, open to creative interpretation, and 

offering new horizons for resistance – it may point toward other ways in which they could 
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participate in the personal and communal restoration that were hallmarks of God’s Empire 

appearing among them (Matt 4:17), expressing agency and dissent while preserving their lives 

and elevating dignity. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Responding to Direct Imperial Requests: 

Jesus, the Centurion, and his Slave 

(Matthew 8:5-13) 
 

 

 

They wish the centurions not to be so much bold and adventurous, as men with a 

faculty for command, steady, and of a profound rather than a showy spirit; not 

prone to engage wantonly or be unnecessarily forward in giving battle; but such 

as in the face of superior numbers and overwhelming pressure will die in defense 

of their post. 

       Polybius, Histories 6.24
630

 

 

 

It is by obeying, not by questioning, the orders of commanders that military 

power is kept together. And that army is the most courageous in the moment of 

peril, which is the most orderly before the peril comes. 

       Tacitus, Histories 1.84
631

 

  

                                                      
630

 Polybius, Histories, trans. Evelyn S. Shuckburgh (London, New York: Macmillan, 1889; Reprint Bloomington 

1962). 
631

 Tacitus, Histories, trans. Alfred John Church, William Jackson Brodribb, and Sara Bryant (New York: Random 

House, 1873, 1942). 



222 

 

1. Introduction 

 In previous chapters I have examined Matthew’s strategies for negotiating Roman 

military power represented by the client rulers Herod and Antipas and the practice of 

avggarh,ion/angaria.  Each of these facets of military power represents a different challenge to 

contend with for residents of the empire such as the audience addressed by Matthew’s Gospel.  

Therefore, Matthew portrays different dimensions of this power – and provides different ways to 

negotiate it.  First, the authority that Herod and Antipas have to command military forces to carry 

out violence against civilians like the children of Bethlehem and John the Baptist must be 

avoided when possible.  Matthew’s scenes warn his audience that the arbitrary use of state-

ordered violence represents a legitimate danger for all who are suspected of disloyalty and non-

cooperation, while pointing towards divine intervention – selective at best – as perhaps the only 

means of rescue.  Second, the power of soldiers to compel civilians and requisition their labor 

and animals is an ongoing burden that threatens the livelihood of provincial villagers.  In 

response, Matthew’s Jesus teaches that creative non-violent resistance is a viable strategy by 

which the abuse of military power can be resisted, preserving lives and restoring dignity to those 

oppressed.  In this chapter, I address another facet of Matthew’s portrayal of Roman military 

power – a scene in which a Roman soldier approaches Jesus with a direct request to receive the 

benefits of divine power. 

 Matthew 8:5-13 is a scene in which Jesus, coming home to Capernaum, encounters a 

centurion who seeks him out with a request to heal a slave who is suffering “in terrible distress” 

(8:6).  Jesus agrees to come to the centurion’s home, but is surprised when the man declares he 

need not do so: formally deferential, the soldier only needs Jesus to speak a word and it will be 

done.  Jesus is amazed, praises the soldier’s faith, and declares that he will be among those who 



223 

 

“come from the east and west” and join “the kingdom of heaven” (8:10-11).  The soldier’s slave 

is healed, and Jesus continues on his way. 

 Located as the central event in a three part cycle of healing stories (8:1-17), this episode 

reveals yet another facet of Matthew’s strategies of imperial negotiation.
632

  For it is not just any 

soldier who makes a request of Jesus, but a centurion: the backbone of the Roman army – a 

highly trained, extremely competent, responsible officer who was granted authority to command 

cohorts in battle and lead detachments of soldiers in a variety of situations.  It is this type of 

soldier Polybius (Hist. 6.24) describes as serious and capable: “men with a faculty for command, 

steady, and of a profound rather than a showy spirit… [and brave enough] in the face of superior 

numbers and overwhelming pressure… [to] die in defense of their post.”
633

  Centurions appear 

throughout Roman literature, and are characterized not only as Polybius does – with valor, 

bravery, and leadership skills – but also as undisciplined, prone to excessive violence, greedy, 

mutinous, and bullying.
634

 

 Other scholars have debated the identity of Matthew’s centurion, arguing for his 

enrollment in the legions, auxiliary cohorts, allied armies, and whether he is Jewish or Gentile.
635

  

While intriguing, the answers to these questions are immaterial for my argument.  The soldier 

                                                      
632

 In Matthew 8:1-4 Jesus heals a man with leprosy; in 8:14-17 he heals Peter’s mother-in-law from a fever – like 

the soldier’s slave, “she got up and began to serve him” (8:14), returning to work and to her traditional role. 
633

 Polybius, Histories, 6.24, trans. Shuckburgh.  The full quote appears at the beginning of this chapter. 
634

 The varying ways that centurions are characterized are categorized by Laurie Brink, Soldiers in Luke-Acts, 

Soldiers in Luke-Acts: Engaging, Contradicting, and Transcending the Stereotypes (Tübingen, DE: Mohr Siebeck, 

2014), x, 60-86, discussed in full below. 
635

 Saddington, “Roman Military Personnel,” 2413, is of the opinion that “as he was in Galilee, then under Antipas, 

he [the centurion] must have belonged to his army…. the Herods recruited many of their forces from the non-Jewish 

elements in the populations under their control.”  Brink, Soldiers, 94, concurs, but qualifies her evaluation, 95-97: 

“Members of the provincial auxiliary, for the most part, did not possess Roman citizenship…. Auxiliary cohorts 

were commanded by a centurion who was either drawn from the ranks of the auxiliary and of provincial status, or 

who had been transferred from the legion and was thus a Roman citizen…. They may have served their twenty-five 

years as an auxiliary soldier and received a citizenship diploma before being promoted to the centurionate.”  Andrew 

Schoenfeld, “Sons of Israel in Caesar’s Service: Jewish Soldiers in the Roman Military,” Shofar 24.3 (2006): 115-

126, argues for the presence of Jewish soldiers – including centurions – in the Roman legions throughout the period 

in question. 
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Jesus encounters is affiliated with and a representative of Roman military power and it is 

Matthew’s negotiation with this power that I am concerned with here. 

 In this chapter I argue that Matthew constructs a scene which evokes the vast network of 

Roman military power, as the centurion indicates by saying: “I am a man under authority, with 

soldiers under me” (8:9).  Likewise, the centurion’s assumptions about hierarchy, authority, and 

command contribute to the way in which he approaches and interacts with Jesus.  In response to 

this direct and specific request, Matthew’s Jesus does not confront, but is “amazed” and bestows 

praise upon the soldier (8:10-12).  This cooperation imitates and reinscribes the imperial 

ideology of authority and power the centurion represents and wields by virtue of his office.   

 In contrast to some other scholars, I argue that Matthew’s characterization of the 

centurion is ambiguous, and it is possible to view this soldier in a variety of ways.  He may be 

honorable and just (approaching Jesus honestly and with sincerity); he may be pragmatic, 

efficient and self-serving (using persuasion, rather than threat, as the most expedient way to 

encourage Jesus to act so his slave may return to work); he may be heavy-handed and abusive 

(towards his slave, the cause of whose paralysis is unstated); or he may embody attributes of all 

of three.  In a similar way, Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus’ response is also ambiguous: his 

amazement at the centurion’s request may be viewed as happy appreciation or stunned 

incredulity.  However Jesus’ response is read, he ultimately cooperates and does not directly 

confront this soldier of the empire in regard to either the role of military power in enforcing 

imperial mandates or the demeaning institution of slavery: the paralyzed slave is healed and 

Jesus and the centurion continue on their respective ways.   

 Through this interaction Matthew shows his audience how, when the empire approaches, 

there are strategies by which its agents may (must?) be dealt with cooperatively – while waiting 
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for ultimate (eschatological) judgment on the empire as a whole.  Thus, just as Jesus’ followers 

are instructed to turn the other cheek and go a second mile (Matt 5:38-41), here Matthew shows 

another way in which to negotiate non-violently imperial power for the present time while 

awaiting the final divine intervention.  Healing the centurion’s slave reveals the power of God to 

an agent of Rome (the centurion), allows for the possibility that even such an agent may be 

included in God’s Empire, partially assists (through healing, but not freeing) one who is afflicted 

by imperial systems, and withholds divine judgement of Rome and its agents until a future time. 

 

2. When the Empire Approaches (Matthew 8:5-13) 

 After teaching on a mountain (Matt 5–7), Jesus returns to Capernaum in a journey 

composed of three episodes in which he heals three unnamed persons: a man with leprosy (8:1-

4); a paralyzed man enslaved by a centurion (8:5-13); and Peter’s mother-in-law, who has a 

fever.
636

  The portrayal of Jesus on this journey elaborates the way in which Matthew 

characterizes Jesus’ work earlier in the Gospel.  In 4:23-24 Matthew’s audience learns that Jesus 

is one who teaches, announces the good news of God’s empire, and helps people by “curing 

every disease and every sickness among the people… [including] those who were afflicted with 

various diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics, and paralytics.”  Jesus’ reputation grows 

because of this work, spreading “throughout all Syria” (4:24), with crowds following him as they 

once followed John the Baptist (3:5). 

                                                      
636

 Scholars note that these three episodes comprise the first of several healing stories in Matthew 8-9: nine episodes 

with a total of ten healings, separated by blocks of teaching.  See discussion by Luz, Matthew 8-20, 1-4; Davies and 

Allison, Matthew 2:1-2; Keener, Matthew, 258. 
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 With this characterization in mind, Matthew’s readers will not be surprised that Jesus is 

contacted twice on the way to Capernaum with requests for healing.
637

  Each episode begins with 

the same verb, prose,rcomai (“approached,” 8:2, 5), indicating that although Jesus and his 

disciples are on the move, individuals are seeking him out because of his reputation as a healer.  

In both cases, those approaching Jesus are respectful in their language and demeanor, although 

because of their differing social status the men who are requesting help speak with him in very 

different ways.  In the first case, a man with leprosy “came to him and knelt before him” 

(proselqw.n proseku,nei auvtw/|, 8:2); his deference and humility towards Jesus are in proportion to 

his socially undesirable disease.  Nevertheless, when the man asks to be made clean, Jesus helps 

him without delay, and sends him to a priest who can certify that the man is no longer ritually 

unclean and thus able to return to his rightful place in society (Lev. 14:1-20).   

 In the second case, “a centurion came to him, appealing to him” (prosh/lqen auvtw/| 

e`kato,ntarcoj parakalw/n auvto.n) to help a paralyzed man (paralutiko,j).638
  The centurion’s 

language reveals both his social position and Matthew’s awareness of the ideology of the empire.  

Matthew introduces the soldier (who speaks in the first person) as “a man under authority, with 

soldiers under me” (8:9a), characterizing him as one who is used to giving commands and having 

them obeyed (8:9b).  For these reasons, the centurion assumes that Jesus – with his reputation 

throughout the region as a healer – possesses an analogous status, ability, and outlook that will 

be employed towards his slave’s paralysis.  Like the man with leprosy, the centurion’s demeanor 

towards Jesus is deferential: he addresses Jesus politely as ku,rioj (“lord, master”) and proclaims 

his own unworthiness (ouvk eivmi. i`kano.j) that such a powerful man as Jesus would enter his house 

                                                      
637

 Matthew uses the verb prosfe,rw  (“they brought to him”) to describe the crowd’s actions at 4:24 and 8:16; the 

leprous man and the centurion’s approaching Jesus is therefore not unusual.  
638

 There are two examples of Jesus healing the paralutiko,j  as referred to in Matt 4:24: this account and 9:1-8, 

which also takes place in Capernaum. 
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(8:8).  Yet unlike the man with leprosy, the centurion does not bow before Jesus; he, too, is a 

ku,rioj who controls his own property and disposes of it: “I say… to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and the 

slave does it” (8:9).
639

  Jesus’ response to the centurion is perhaps therefore all the more 

surprising.  When the centurion declares that Jesus needs only to “speak the word” (8:8) for the 

paralyzed slave to be healed, Jesus is amazed (qauma,zw), and says “Truly I tell you, in no one in 

Israel have I found such faith.  I tell you, many will come from east and west and will eat with 

Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the heirs of the kingdom will be 

thrown into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (8:10-12).  

Matthew’s depiction of the healing is done with an ellipsis, to provide narrative contrast to the 

healing of the man with leprosy as well as narrative emphasis to Jesus’ prior statement about the 

centurion’s faith and the kingdom of heaven by those who are included and those who are 

excluded.  Following Jesus’ declaration, Matthew’s scene concludes simply: “And the slave was 

healed at that very hour” (8:13).
640

 

 As in other scenes in the gospel in which Matthew reveals androcentric and free person-

oriented assumptions, in 8:5-13 there is minimal characterization of the centurion’s slave.  The 

paralyzed man, although mentioned several times, never in fact appears in the scene.  Instead, he 

remains unnamed.  He is referred to three times by the centurion (8:6, 8, 9); once by Jesus (8:7), 

and once in a narrative comment by Matthew that completes the scene (8:13).
641

  Matthew’s 

vocabulary is noteworthy, and differs from that of another account of the scene in Luke 7:1-10: 

the centurion refers to the paralyzed man as o` pai/j mou (8:6, 8) and o` dou/loj mou (8:9), both of 

which can be translated “my slave.”  Pai/j, however, may refer to a slave, servant, or child; and 

                                                      
639

 ku,rioj, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 577-78 also includes the sense of ownership: “one who is in charge by virtue of 

possession,” including slaves. 
640

 Matthew uses two words to describe the paralyzed man: pai/j (8:6, 13) and dou/loj (8:9).  The implications of this 

identification in relation to the man’s status and relationship with the centurion will be discussed below. 
641

 Jesus’ reference to the paralyzed man is simple: “I will come and heal him.” 
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this may present the possibility of a more colloquial and insulting diminutive:  “my ‘boy’ is… in 

terrible distress.”
642

  The immediate reason for this distress is the slave’s paralysis; however, the 

cause of this paralysis is not given (in contrast to Matt 17:14-20, where Jesus heals a boy whose 

malady is clearly identified as epilepsy caused by a demonic spirit).
643

  In light of the conditions 

under which slaves lived in the Empire, we might wonder about the cause of this slave’s 

paralysis: Was he stricken with an illness or parasitic contagion?  While following orders did he 

hurt himself lifting too heavy a load?  Did he have an accident falling from a height, or 

something falling on him?  Did the centurion beat him so hard on the back and legs so as to 

cause a spinal injury?  Any of these scenarios may explain the paralyzed man’s condition; 

Matthew, however, is not concerned about its causes. 

 Matthew’s account is focused instead on the centurion’s pi,stij (“faith, trust”) in Jesus to 

heal his slave and Jesus’ response.  As with the slave, Matthew’s lack of detail about the 

centurion (other than his dialogue with Jesus) creates an ambiguity.  Readers are left to wonder 

about the soldier’s motivations and mindset: Is he truly and humanely concerned about the slave?  

Is he annoyed at the inconvenience of lost work?  Is he dispassionate and businesslike, hoping 

Jesus can help to restore order to his household?  Interpretations that characterize the centurion 

affirmatively do so based on Jesus’ response in 8:10, reading qauma,zw (“amaze, wonder, marvel, 

be astonished”) in a positive manner
644

 contrasted with the negative evaluation of many in Israel 

                                                      
642

 pai/j, paido,j, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 750-51.  The other occurrence of o ̀pai/j in this scene is Matt 8:13.  The range of 

meaning of pai/j also explains certain features of John 4:46-54, which tells a version of the scene in which a royal 

official’s son (o` ui`o.j) is sick, and Jesus heals him from afar.  See also Matt 14:2, where Antipas’ courtiers are called 

oì pai/dej.  See also Jennings and Liew, “Mistaken Identities,” 467-94, which will be discussed below. 
643

 The verb used to describe this condition is selhnia,zomai (“moonstruck”) also mentioned in Matt 4:24 in the list 

of diseases Jesus comes to heal.  As in Matt 8:5-13, the boy’s healing prompts Jesus to make further comments to 

his disciples about the “faithless (a;pistoj) and perverse generation” and having “faith (pi,stij) like a mustard seed.” 
644

 This reading is strengthened by Luke 7:1-10, in which a series of Jewish elders vouch for the centurion’s 

character, citing his love and generosity towards the people and synagogue.  Matthew’s scene, it must be 

emphasized, does not include such characterization at all. 
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who “will be thrown into the outer darkness” (8:11-12).
645

  This positive interpretation of the 

centurion’s demeanor is complicated, however, by other occurrences of qauma,zw at Matt 9:33; 

15:31; 21:20; 22:22; 27:14, which display a range of responses that are in keeping with the 

verb’s broader range of meaning: “to be extraordinarily impressed or disturbed by something… 

the context determines whether in a good or bad sense.”
646

  Matthew’s description of Jesus’ 

response is thus ambiguous as well.  He may be happily appreciative with the soldier’s 

affirmation of his authority and power to heal.  He may also be shocked and incredulous that an 

agent of the empire has approached him directly, not to threaten or terrorize a civilian, arrest and 

execute a prophet, or abuse the angaria but to ask for assistance.  While the words of judgment 

in 8:11-12 make it likely that Matthew intends a contrast between Jesus’ negative evaluation of 

the (unfaithful) “heirs of the kingdom” and the (faithful) centurion, the imperial context 

introduces factors that complicate Matthew’s presentation and allow for ambiguity in Jesus’ 

response to the centurion. 

 The other feature of this scene in which Matthew shows Jesus sidestepping a direct 

confrontation with imperial power is in Jesus’ response to the master-slave relationship.  As in 

the case of Jesus’ command to “go a second mile” (discussed in the previous chapter), Matthew 

again focuses on free rather than enslaved people.  While Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 5:41 shows 

a way for non-elite free males to negotiate the empire by pushing back against the requirements 

of the angaria, here it is a free (Gentile?) male whose faith and trust in Jesus (8:10-12) provides 

an opportunity for imperial negotiation.  When read in relation to ethical commitments to human 

dignity and personal autonomy, it is clear that Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus’ actions – although 

                                                      
645

 I read “heirs of the kingdom” (8:12) as a reference to Israel’s leaders – elite power-holders and their associates 

allied with Herod, Antipas, and the Romans.  Jesus’ criticism here is tied to his challenge of these leaders’ authority 

in Matt 7:29, and anticipates the growing conflict in Matt 9:36; 12:14; 21:1 – 22:10; and 23:1-39.  This reference 

should not be read as a blanket condemnation of Israel or Judaism. 
646

 qauma,zw, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 444-445.  Emphasis mine. 
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they alleviate physical malady – do nothing to address the injustice of slavery.  After hearing the 

request, Jesus neither seeks to overturn this system nor transform the centurion’s relationship 

with his slave: he does not confront the man as a slave owner nor free the slave nor even offer 

moral advice on how to be a good master.
647

  Instead he returns the slave to slavery – now able-

bodied – and praises the man.  When read in connection with the third healing episode – where 

Jesus heals Peter’s mother-in-law from a fever “and she got up and began to serve him” (8:14-

15) – the paralyzed man’s healing implies that he will immediately return to his subservient role.  

Although Jesus’ healing word may bring relief from “terrible distress” (8:5) it also reinscribes 

the slave’s position of required obedience to the centurion’s orders and commands to serve.  

Missing is any prophetic word against his enslavement.  For these reasons, Matthew’s Jesus 

demonstrates an unwillingness to directly confront two fundamental structures of the Roman 

Empire: military power and slavery. 

 There is one additional aspect of Matthew’s presentation that emphasizes the imperial 

ideology of obedience to those of higher social status.  In 8:14-15 Matthew describes how Peter’s 

mother-in-law, after being healed by Jesus (8:15), “got up and began to serve him” (hvge,rqh kai. 

dihko,nei auvtw/|).648
  This use of diakone,w (“serve”) points toward a connection between women 

                                                      
647

 Such advice on master-slave relationships was a trope in ancient literature (c.f. Xenophon, Oeconomicus), and 

could be offered by New Testament (Colossians 3:18-4:1 // Ephesians 5:21-6:9; I Peter 2:13-3:7, I Timothy 2:1-6:1; 

Titus 1:5-9 and 2:1-10) and later Christian writers (Didache; Polycarp, Letter to the Philippians).  See David C. 

Verner, The Household of God (Chico, CA: Scholar’s Press, 1983), 1, 17, 24; David Balch, Let Wives Be 

Submissive: The Domestic Code in I Peter (Atlanta, GA: Scholar’s Press, 1981); Wayne Meeks, The First Urban 

Christians (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1983), 75-77, 125-7. 
648

 See Wainwright, Shall We Look for Another, 47-48, who identifies “the story [as] being told not just as a healing 

but also as a call story parallel to that of the call of Matthew (8:14-15; 9:9).”  The nature of her service is discussed 

by a number of feminist scholars, who comment on the parallel scene in Mark 1:29-31.  See Deborah Krause, 

“Simon Peter’s Mother-in-Law – Disciple or Domestic Servant? Feminist Biblical Hermeneutics and the 

Interpretation of Mark 1:29-31,” in A Feminist Companion to Mark, ed. Amy-Jill Levine, with Marianne 

Blickenstaff (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001): 37-53; Monika Fander, “Gospel of Mark,” in Feminist 

Biblical Interpretation, ed. Luise Schottroff and Marie-Theres Wacker (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 629; 

Joanna Dewey, “The Gospel of Mark,” in Searching the Scriptures, ed. Fiorenza (New York: Crossroads, 1997) 

2.476-77; Elizabeth Struthers Malbon “Fallible Follower: Women and Men in the Gospel of Mark,” Semeia 28 

(1983): 29-48, esp. 34-35; and Corley, Private Women Public Meals, 87-88. 
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and slaves who must work in subservient roles based on gender and low status.  Matthew, 

however, also uses diakone,w throughout the gospel (Matt 20:26, 28; 23:11; 27:55) to denote 

serving as God’s agent, rendering help and assistance, taking care of others, and serving in an 

official capacity (“minister”) – all of which are positive attributes applied to Jesus and those 

around him.
649

  For this reason, Peter’s mother-in-law (and those who work as she does) may be 

understood to have agency: their work is integral to Jesus’ work and mission, and the growth and 

success of God’s Kingdom.  Although readers might hope that Jesus’s healing creates a similar 

opportunity for the recently unparalyzed slave, this possibility for future improvements in his 

condition is beyond the scope of Matthew’s presentation. 

 In 8:5-13, Matthew constructs a scene in which Roman military power is embodied by 

one individual, a centurion who represents hierarchies of command and obedience, and affirms 

both the network and ideology of power that uphold it.  When this agent of the empire 

approaches, Matthew’s Jesus shows little inclination for direct confrontation and criticism of the 

domination embodied in the imperial structures of military hierarchy and slavery.  In fact, after 

hearing these values voiced aloud by the centurion, Matthew’s Jesus simply reiterates his tenets 

and includes the soldier in the eschatological feast (8:10-12).  The imagery for such a feast 

comes from such passages as Psalm 107 and Isaiah 25:1-10a, which indicates that those included 

by God may come from near or far and may include Jews and Gentiles.  What Matthew’s Jesus 

makes clear in such places as 8:11; 22:8-10; and 25:31-40, however, is that the elite who 

oppress, exploit, and do violence to the common people are excluded, subject to divine 

                                                      
649

 diakone,w, BDAG, 3
rd

 Ed., 229-30.  The positive statements include Matthew 20:26 (“It will not be so among you; 

but whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant”); 20:28 (“the Son of Man came not to be served 

but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many”); 23:11 (“The greatest among you will be your servant”); and 

27:55 (“Many women were also there, looking on from a distance; they had followed Jesus from Galilee and had 

provided for him”).  Matt 22:13 also represents another instance of eschatological banqueting wherein the servants 

(dia,konoi) help God to enforce inclusion/exclusion: “Then the king said to the servants, ‘Bind him hand and foot, 

and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’” 
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judgment, and suffer in “outer darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” 

(8:12; also 13:42, 50; 22:13-14; 24:51; 25:41-46). 

 In contrast to other strategies of negotiation – such as avoidance (Herod and Antipas); 

non-violent resistance (going a second mile); and calls for eschatological judgment to replace the 

Roman Empire with that of God’s (24:1-51)
650

 – Jesus’ tactic here is a model of compliance, 

cooperation, and inclusion.  For those who must negotiate the public transcript of compliance 

with imperial power, this mask of acquiescence may be a strategy of survival: what good could 

possibly come for Jesus, his disciples, or the slave if Jesus were to denounce or angrily confront 

the centurion?  It may also reflect Matthew’s openness to all who recognize Jesus’ abilities as a 

divinely empowered healer: whether Jew or Gentile, this soldier – because he trusts Jesus’ power 

– will be welcome in the eschatological feast where the centurion’s submission to God’s empire 

will be required.  Thus, Matthew creates a scene in which ambiguity of response is appropriate 

when directly interacting with agents of the empire like the centurion. 

 

3. Approaches to Jesus’ Interaction with the Centurion 

 Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus healing the centurion’s slave has been read by scholars in a 

variety of ways.  Their studies include approaches that seek answers to questions of textual 

history, theology/christology, ethnicity, literary context, and sexual identity.  I will address each 

in turn, before turning to the questions of negotiating empire I am asking throughout this work. 

 When compared with accounts in Luke and John, Matthew 8:5-13 provides material with 

which some scholars undertake synoptic comparison aimed at discovering source and redactional 

history.  Davies and Allison, Luz, and Keener all discuss theories of textual provenance in which 

                                                      
650

 The strategy of Matt 24:1-51 will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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Matthew’s redactional work is compared to Luke 7:1-10 and John 4:46-54, as well as Mark 2:1-

12; 5:22-23.
651

  These discussions, aimed at the search for textual antecedents and the history of 

the Jesus movement, are coupled with observations about Matthew’s thematic and theological 

intent.  Thus Davies and Allison ask: “What is the significance of the centurion in Mt 8:5-13?  

He is first of all a Gentile.  The man foreshadows (as did the magi) the successful evangelization 

of the nations (28:16-20)… [and is] a paradigm for the believer in so far as he exhibits true 

faith… This is why his faith is mentioned not once but twice (8:10, 13).”
652

  Likewise Keener 

asserts that while “the Gentile mission was at most peripheral to Jesus’ earthly ministry… [it] 

became central to the early church… and early Christians naturally looked to the Jesus tradition 

for what examples of ministry to Gentiles they could find.”
653

  For this reason, “Matthew here 

demonstrates that properly discipling the nations (28:19) demands a prior abandonment of ethnic 

and cultural prejudice.”
654

  These questions of textual traditions lead to conclusions limited to 

Matthew’s christological themes and the universal mission of the church, and ignore the context 

of imperial structures of domination through military power and slavery. 

 In contrast to those who focus on textual approaches, scholars such as Stanton, Saldarini 

and Overman emphasize features of Matthew’s text which, they argue, indicate it is a sectarian 

document very much concerned with the boundaries between Jew and Gentile.  Stanton argues 

that Jesus’ praise of the centurion and other “rejection” texts in which Israel is held accountable 

to God are signs that Matthew’s community has broken from Judaism to form their own group: 

“The evkklhsi,a founded by Jesus continues to have a firm commitment to Torah, but it has 

accepted Gentiles and developed its own patterns of worship and of community life.  Its self-

                                                      
651

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:7-8, 17-32; Luz, Matthew 8-20, 8-9; Keener, Matthew, 263-64. 
652
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understanding is quite distinct from that of the synagogue…. the ‘transference’ of the kingdom to 

a new people who will include Gentiles… including the Roman centurion whose faith is 

commended.”
655

 

 In contrast to Stanton, Saldarini argues that Jesus’ main concern is the restoration of 

Israel, which will include diaspora Jews and some gentiles (c.f. Isa 8:23-9:1), and that this focus 

explains “the gentiles’ ambiguous, marginal position in relation to Jesus (and in relation to the 

Matthean group as well)” found in Matt 8:5-13 and 15:21-28 (healing the daughter of a 

Canaanite woman).
656

  Saldarini views the centurion and Magi (Matt 2) primarily as gentiles, 

with whom Jesus only has a few relationships.
657

  Yet even among these “non-Jews who 

recognize and accept Jesus, especially the Magi, the centurion with a sick servant… and the 

centurion and guards at Jesus’ execution…. none of them become[s] a true follower of Jesus, 

they [instead] foreshadow an emerging goal of the Matthean community in the late first century, 

to teach and baptize the gentiles.”
658

 

 Overman, who in Formative Judaism is usually in agreement with Saldarini with regard 

to the identity of the Matthean community and its close and competitive relationship with 

nascent Judaism, is strangely silent on Matt 8:5-13.  Elsewhere, however, Overman posits that 

Jesus’ authority is a key to the interpretation of the scene: 

The centurion understands how authority works.  He understands that both he and 

Jesus receive their power and authority from somewhere or someone.  In the case 

of the centurion it is Caesar or the regional imperial lord or governor, and it seems 

he recognizes, in the case of Jesus it is God…. There is palpable irony in this 

conversation with the centurion.  That someone so entrenched within the imperial 

power structure should understand so deeply, almost intrinsically, the nature of 
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Jesus, how and why he does what he does, is certainly poignant…. The man is 

able to see something in the way Jesus acts, or is able to act, that others hitherto 

have been unable to see.  There is something analogous in their lives that enables 

the centurion to make this connection with Jesus.
659

 

 

Overman recognizes how the Gospel’s christology is deeply embedded in imperial structures, 

and his observations are helpful on the level of narrative analysis.  His framing of Matthew’s 

negotiation, however, does not account for the full implications of the Roman imperial context – 

noting possible after-effects of the Jewish-Roman War in 66-70 CE, but largely focusing on 

Matthew’s relationship to other Jewish groups and their competing claims for legitimacy.  His 

approach is similar to that of Saldarini and Sim, both of whom are uninterested in Matthew’s 

negotiation with Roman military power, and are instead focused on the relationship between the 

Matthean community and nascent rabbinic Judaism. 

 In contrast to the approaches of scholars seeking historical antecedents and sectarian 

boundaries with which to describe the identity of Matthew and his community, Laurie Brink 

approaches the story of Jesus and the centurion from the perspective of literary studies.  

Although her work is focused on Luke-Acts rather than Mathew, she helpfully sets the gospel 

story in the context of Greek and Latin Roman literature.  From these sources she categorizes 

soldiers and groups them into literary stereotypes:  

A) On the Battlefield 

a. ’Anh.r ’Agaqo,j (Noble Warrior) 

i. Brave Soldier 

ii. Holy Warrior 

b. The Undisciplined Soldier 

i. The Coward 

ii. The Greedy Soldier 

iii. The Mutineer 
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B) Policemen in the provinces 

a. The Rescuer 

b. The Bully 

C) Veterans on the Home Front 

a. The Good Citizen 

b. The Braggart
660

 

 

The purpose of these stereotypes is to summarize how ancient authors portray soldiers in their 

various narratives.  Given “the ancient understanding that one’s moral character was fixed at 

birth and becomes evident in adulthood… it is not surprising that literary portrayals appear as 

personifications of virtues and vices,” and that “presentation of the soldier’s dominant attribute” 

is the guiding principle of characterization.
661

  These stereotypes will be helpful to keep in mind 

when reading Matthew 8:5-13, especially when the variety of characterizations reveals a range of 

plausible and possible options that the gospel writer could engage when constructing his scene in 

order to show his audience how to interact with agents of Roman military power. 

 One final approach that should be mentioned is that of Theodore Jennings and Tat-Siong 

Benny Liew, who argue that the centurion and slave in Matthew 8:5-13 might be lovers, and that 

the possibility of a pederastic relationships explains both the “urgency of the centurion’s plea 

(8:5-6)… [and his] reluctance to have Jesus come to his house (8:8).”
662

  Jennings and Liew 

make their argument first on the semantic range of pai/j, which I have discussed above.  They 

might agree with this partial examination (child, slave, servant, personal attendant, or courtier), 

but with the additional assertion that the noun pai/j “is often used to refer to the ‘beloved,’ or the 

passive member (usually though not necessarily an adolescent boy) of a same-sex 

relationship.”
663

  Further, “this use of pai/j… is, at least discursively, well attested concerning 
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Greco-Roman military in general and Roman centurions in particular.”
664

  They cite a number of 

examples (Callimachus, Epigrams; Xenophon, Anabasis) pertaining to Greek armies in the 3
rd

 

century BCE before turning to several from the Roman sources.  These sources, although they 

describe the prohibition of pederastic relationships between older males and Roman freeborn 

youth (Polybius, Hist 6.37; Valerius Maximus, Sayings 6.1; Plutarch, Moralia 202b-c; 

Quintilian, Inst 3.11),
665

 imply that such relationships were practiced and perhaps sought out by 

certain elite Roman males.
666

  Further, Jennings and Liew point out that “such relations between 

a Roman soldier and a youth who was not a Roman citizen were both legally permissible and 

socially prevalent.”
667

   

 Jennings and Liew go on to cite two examples from Tacitus that provide a context within 

which to understand the Matthean centurion and his pai/j.  Although Tacitus censures both 

incidents as abuses of power and transgressions of Roman virtus (discipline, self-control), they 

do provide accounts of stupra (rape, sexual assault, illicit sexual activity) by soldiers against 

civilians and young provincials.  Tacitus writes in his History: 

Forty thousand armed men burst in [to Cremona], along with a greater number of 

servants and attendants even more corrupt when it came to lust and cruelty.  

Neither respectability nor age prevented an intermingling of stuprum and 

slaughter.  Aged men and women of advanced years, worthless as booty, were 

dragged off for sport; and when a mature maiden or someone [masc.] of 

outstanding beauty appeared, they would be pulled in various directions by the 

violent hands of those who were seizing them; ultimately they would lead into 

mutual slaughter the very men who had seized them.
668
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At the orders of Vitellius a levy of young Batavians was now being made.  This 

burden, which is naturally grievous, was made the heavier by the greed and 

license of those in charge of the levy: they hunted out the old and the weak that 

they might get a price [bribe] for letting them off; again they dragged away 

children to satisfy their lust, choosing the handsomest – and the Batavian children 

are generally tall beyond their years.
669

 

While Jennings and Liew are correct that “it is no surprise that Roman soldiers are (discursively 

and/or factually) known for what they do to their captives,”
670

 they could be clearer in describing 

the connection between the experiences of people captured during the sacking of cities (direpta, 

which included stupra, looting, killing) with the stuprum experienced by captive people during 

the course of their enslavement, and the possible relationship between Matthew’s centurion and 

his pai/j. 

 My other criticism of Jennings and Liew is their neglect of the structures of empire.  As a 

reading scenario, they propose that the centurion, in asking Jesus to heal his slave, seeks to 

become Jesus’ client – and that, as a patron with more power and status, Jesus will rival and 

supplant the centurion to his “beloved” slave.
671

  This proposal, however, does not take into 

account the status of the centurion as a representative and embodiment of Roman military power.  

While Jesus may have a reputation as a healer “throughout Syria” (Matt 4:24), this would not 

overturn – from the centurion’s perspective – the nature of imperial hierarchies, as Jennings and 

Liew argue.  These imperial realities, as I argue below, appear to be significant in the 

construction of the Matthean Jesus as well: when the Empire, in the person of the centurion, 
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approaches him on the road to Capernaum asking for help, he complies with the request for 

assistance.
672

 

 

4. Jesus’ Amazement: When Imperial Agents Make a Direct Request 

 

 The Roman soldier who interacts with Jesus in Matthew 8:5-13 is one of several agents 

representing Roman power that Jesus and his followers must negotiate in the gospel narrative.  In 

some cases, this power should be avoided when possible (Herod and Antipas); in others, it may 

be covertly subverted and resisted (going a second mile).  In this case, an imperial agent (the 

centurion) approaches Jesus and then surprises him with a declaration of trust in his healing 

power, providing an occasion for Jesus to comment on the inclusion of people from far away –  

“from the east and from the west” (5:11) in God’s eschatological kingdom.
673

  God’s purposes 

thus even embrace agents of the Roman Empire. 

 In this section I show how the centurion’s declaration and Jesus’ amazed response 

represent another facet of Matthew’s presentation of strategies for imperial negotiation.  Here 

Matthew allows for the possibility that some of Rome’s agents will acknowledge God’s power 

and perhaps benefit from it, while at the same time the gospel leaves unchallenged other aspects 

of imperial ideology – in particular relationships of hierarchical power represented by the 

centurion and his slave.  Matthew’s depiction of the centurion calls upon an understanding of the 
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soldier’s role in the military organizational and command structure; reveals a soldier whose 

motivations defy easy explanation; and discloses the soldier’s belief in divine power – the “faith” 

that Jesus praises.  The resulting display of divine power has immediate but limited benefits (for 

the slave who is healed, but not freed) and long-term implications (for those welcomed at the 

eschatological banquet), hinting at what might happen when agents of Rome acknowledge God’s 

presence and power. 

 

a. The Centurion’s Role 

 The first aspect of Matthew’s portrayal is the centurion’s self-characterization as “a man 

under authority, with soldiers under me” (Matt 8:9).  This reference to the longstanding Roman 

military system is one which Matthew’s audience, living in the Empire, would undoubtedly have 

known.  By the late first century CE when Matthew wrote his gospel, the rank of centurion as an 

officer assigned to legionary and, later, auxiliary units had been established in the Roman 

military system for several centuries,.
674

  In Greek and Latin Roman literature the centurion 

(Greek: e`kato,ntarcoj or  kenturi,wn; Latin: centurio, -onis) is portrayed as fulfilling a variety of 

roles that were crucial to the functioning, expansion and maintenance of the Empire.  Graham 

Webster locates the centurion within an organizational structure used from the time of Augustus 

onward: a legion was commanded by the legatus legionis (legionary commander, selected from 

former tribunes), six military tribunes (typically young men from aristocratic families, who 

served for a few years prior to entering the Senate), praefectus castrorum (responsible for the 
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camp, food supply, and procurement of equipment), and sixty ranked centurions (the highest 

being the primus pilus or “first spear”), who were each in charge of a century of eighty milites.
675

  

Over all these military personnel stood the emperor himself, “whose imperium gave him official 

power to raise an army, [and who] appointed his own generals to command the legions in his 

place.”
676

 

 No less than aristocratic legates and tribunes, centurions were also part of the imperial 

bureaucracy: their service records “were maintained in Rome by the ab epistulis [a government 

administrator] and his staff, and their appointment, promotion, and transfer were all in the last 

resort subject to the Emperor’s approval.”
677

  Centurions were awarded their rank from a variety 

of prior positions, including promotion directly from the Praetorian Guard or civilian 

professions; however, as Webster notes, “the most obvious [path] would seem to have been 

through direct promotion from the ranks…. usually possible after at least twelve years’ service, 

although outstanding martial powers and a gift for leadership shown in the field could shorten 

the period.”
678

  Once selected for the centurionate, a soldier’s career could include even further 

promotion – up to and including entry into the ranks of the Roman aristocracy.
679

  One notable 
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example of this was C. Velius Rufus, who held the rank of centurion when he was decorated by 

Titus for acts of valor during the capture of Jerusalem in 70 CE, and eventually rose to 

procuratorial governorships of Pannonia and Dalmatia, and Raetia, as well as the ambassadorship 

to Parthia.
680

  Thus, as Michael Grant states, “A centurion could be a veteran quartermaster 

nearing the end of his active service, a middle-aged staff officer, or a young company 

commander with a successful career in front of him.”
681

   

 During the Imperial period, Grant emphasizes the “great variety of tasks a centurion had 

to perform.”  On a daily basis, the centurion “had to keep track of all [the century’s] arms and 

equipment, with two clerks to help him…. [He] posted guards, conducted inspections and 

checked that work had been done…. [And also handled] training the rank and file… [because] 

recruits had to be trained within the legions.”
682

  This training included marching, physical 

training (running, jumping, swimming, carrying heavy packs), weapon training, training in the 

field (including creating the ditch and palisade of a marching camp), and battle formations.
683

   

Wherever soldiers were stationed in any number throughout a province (as described in Chapter 

3), there was likely to be a centurion assigned to command them.  Ancient authors also describe 

centurions who announced the start of each watch (Tacitus, Ann. 15.30), delivered letters 

(Tacitus, Hist. 1.67), escorted dignitaries (Tacitus, Ann. 1.41), guarded prisoners (Josephus, Ant. 

18.195; Tacitus, Ann. 13.9; Livy, Hist. 4.34), engaged in policing and crowd control (Josephus, 

JW 2.297; Tacitus, Ann. 1.77), and oversaw building projects (Suetonius, Caligula 21).  
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Furthermore, for all these tasks, it was necessary for the centurion to read and write, and lack of 

literacy “is why the great majority of the troops remained in the ranks.”
684

 

 Besides his usual command of infantry milites (“soldiers”), the centurion could also 

command marines on a naval ship (Caesar, Gallic Wars 3.14), auxiliary cohorts (Tacitus, 

Agricola 28), cavalry (Josephus, JW 2.297), scouting parties (Suetonius, Tiberius 60), or 

detachments on special political missions (Tacitus, Ann. 15.25; 15.5), including assassinations 

(Appian, Civil Wars 4.4; 3.104; Tacitus, Ann. 14.8; 15.58-59; Suetonius, Nero 49; Domitian 10).  

In many instances, an individual officer’s career might include service in a number of these types 

of units, in several different legions, or on the staff of a provincial governor or legatus 

legionis.
685

 

 Although some of the above description is specific to the legionary centurion, it is 

important to point out that the Roman system of military organization was not only used by the 

Romans themselves, but was also adopted by many Roman allies, including Herod ‘the Great.’  

Herod’s armies were, according to Josephus (JW 1.290), composed of “not a few foreign and 

native forces” (du,namin ouvk ovli,ghn xe,nwn te kai. o`mofu,lwn), including soldiers from his 

territory (Galileans, Samaritans, Idumeans), and from other regions in the Roman orbit 

(Thracians, Germans, and Gauls).
686

  Marshak points out several ways in which Herod reformed 

this army along legionary lines, including the fact that (in keeping with his obligations to his 

Roman patrons), “Herod’s armies periodically served in an auxiliary capacity alongside Roman 

legions.”
687

  Marshak allows that “there is no irrefutable evidence that Herod’s army was 

organized and trained according to Roman military patterns… However, the presence of officers 
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who were likely Romans, Herod’s own experience with Roman armies, the royal armies’ later 

seamless absorption into the procuratorial army, and most importantly the greater utility in 

organizing the army according to a Roman model, all suggest the use of a Roman template for 

the organization of the royal army.”
688

  This organization and structure continued after Herod’s 

death under the rule of his sons, and is the basis by which some scholars such as Saddington 

identify the centurion in Matthew’s scene as belonging to Antipas’ army.
689

  The identification of 

the centurion as a Herodian soldier may be important in terms of describing the likely 

deployment of soldiers and units during specific historical periods.  It does not, however, change 

in any substantive way my argument about Matthew’s portrayal of the centurion participating in 

the larger Roman military system, nor his characterization as an agent of the Empire. 

 Thus, each of these aspects of the centurion’s role in the military hierarchy shows how 

deeply the centurion in Matthew’s scene can be understood to be embedded in the imperial 

system.  He was one of the “most responsible officers in the legion,”
690

 whose work and prowess 

at warfare and military command expanded the Roman Empire and helped to maintain it through 

the conquest and pacification of additional territory, including new provinces and client 

kingdoms.  These facts of imperial power would have been well-known to Matthew’s audience, 

especially through the likely ongoing interactions that provincial subjects had with members of 

the Roman army.  The imperial context in which Matthew and his audience lived was steeped in 

hierarchies of power and authority which are not directly challenged in 8:5-13.  In fact, the 

display of divine power that Jesus undertakes is of only limited benefit to the slave, who is 
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healed – but not freed – by Jesus’ word.  The most immediate outcome of the scene benefits the 

centurion, whose paralyzed “boy” may now return to work – supporting the officer as he fulfills 

his mandate to enact and maintain imperial rule.   

 While it is true that Matthew’s Jesus points to a future eschatological judgment for those 

who do not listen to and follow his call to discipleship, the centurion is not included in this 

judgment.  In fact, the scene allows for the possibility that even one such as the centurion may be 

included in God’s plan.  He represents those who recognize and trust God’s power.  As far as 

dealing with agents of the Empire, Matthew’s construction of this scene communicates that it is 

best to cooperate, even when it is difficult to tell whether the motivations of such agents are 

benign and virtuous or expedient and self-serving. 

 

b. The Centurion’s Motivation 

 The second aspect of Matthew’s portrayal of the centurion has to do with his request for 

help for his pai,j.  Like the man with leprosy (Matt 8:2), the centurion “appeals” (prose,rcomai) to 

Jesus in a courteous manner appropriate to one making a formal request.  As one who has some 

social authority, the centurion is deferential and respectful, but not submissive, in that he does 

not kneel/worship (proskune,w) Jesus as the man with leprosy does in 8:2.
691

  He describes the 

problem he hopes Jesus can help him solve: “my slave is lying at home paralyzed, in terrible 

distress (deinw/j basanizo,menoj)” (Matt 8:6).  In this he represents a different facet of imperial 

power than Matthew’s readers have hitherto seen: unlike imperial agents encountered previously 

in the gospel (Herod; Antipas; soldiers employing and abusing the angaria), this one 
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acknowledges Jesus’ access to divine power and seeks out its benefits.  The centurion’s varied 

motivations are encompassed by portrayals of soldiers in Roman literature. 

 As I have described in previous chapters, there are any number of examples that illustrate 

the ways in which a centurion could use his position to intimidate and pressure local populations 

into compliance.  This threat of violence was inherent to the role that soldiers took on as 

enforcers of the Roman order.  Yet not all soldiers were brutal at all times; they could use other 

methods to accomplish their goals, including negotiation and persuasion or euergertism in a local 

community as in Luke 7:5.  It may be true that the centurion in Matthew’s scene is self-serving 

in his request; yet he still uses formal language and a deferential demeanor towards Jesus to 

accomplish his purpose.  All of this falls under the aegis of Brink’s stereotypes of soldiers, who 

might be brave and pious; good citizens who defend, care for and rescue others; undisciplined 

(cowardly, greedy and mutinous); or bullying and brutish.
692

  Brink suggests that the centurion in 

Luke 7:1-10 is the concerned owner of a valued household slave, and unconvincingly argues that 

this characterization would have surprised Luke’s audience: “a military character exhibiting such 

concern [for a slave] is contrary to the common stereotype of the bully.”
693

  This claim is not 

persuasive, since her own work establishes there were a number of stereotypes that might 

influence an audience’s expectations.  While Luke relies on a series of representatives (Jewish 

elders; friends) sent to approach Jesus and vouching for the centurion’s character,
694

 Matthew’s 

centurion approaches Jesus directly, seemingly alone, and with a simple request.  Without the 

supporting elaboration of Luke 7:3-7, the motivations of Matthew’s centurion are opaque, and 

therefore Brink’s reading of the centurion’s character (based on his ‘worthiness’) is not 
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applicable to my argument.  Rather, her overall analysis of soldiers’ motivations and actions in 

Roman literature reveal a wide variety of possibilities with which to understand Matthew’s 

portrayal of the centurion. 

 Besides Brink’s categorization, there are many other examples that illustrate the various 

ways in which Roman writers could describe not only soldiers, but centurions in particular.  

Polybius (Histories 6.24) sets the idealizing tone for many of these portrayals when he writes 

that Roman military leaders “wish the centurions not to be so much bold and adventurous, as 

men with a faculty for command, steady, and of a profound rather than a showy spirit; not prone 

to engage wantonly or be unnecessarily forward in giving battle; but such as in the face of 

superior numbers and overwhelming pressure will die in defense of their post.”
695

  There are 

multiple examples of such centurions found in Roman literature, including:  

 Quintus Fulginus, primus pilus (“first spear,” the highest ranking centurion in a legion) of 

the Fourteenth Legion, who was killed while leading a detachment forward antesignanos 

(ahead of the standards) to capture a hill outside Ilerda, Spain.
696

 

 Cassius Scaeva, an officer of Julius Caesar who lost an eye, and whose shield was full of 

hundreds of arrow holes following a battle (testifying to his bravery).
697

 

 Titus Pullo and Lucius Vorenus, two centurions of the Thirteenth Legion who were 

constantly competing with each other for glory; in battle, each saved the life of the 

other.
698

 

 Clemens Julius, an officer well-respected by the common soldiers in Pannonia; when 

mutiny erupts, he was spared from death and selected by mutineers as trustworthy to 

carry their messages and demands to the emperor’s son.
699
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These soldiers exemplify the virtues of Roman masculinity: bravery, firmness, honor, and the 

ability to act in any number of adverse situations. 

 At the same time, there are other examples that illustrate more negative traits of 

unrestrained greed and unnecessary physical violence.  Centurions could be involved in 

ransacking allied towns (Livy, Hist. 29.17); oppressive taxation (Tacitus, Ann. 4.72); rape and 

extortion of prisoners (Polybius, Hist. 21.38; Livy, Hist. 38.24);
700

 and political assassination 

(Appian, Civil Wars 3.3; 4.4; Tacitus, Ann. 1.6; 14.8, 58-59; 15.49; 16.9, 15; Suetonius, Nero 49; 

Caligula 59).  They could be cruel, as when the emperor Tiberius sent a centurion to beat his 

daughter-in-law Agrippina, resulting in her blindness (Suetonius, Tiberius 53); or when another 

centurion, Lucullus, received the nickname Cedo Alteram (“Bring another”) because he routinely 

broke his vine staff while beating the soldiers under his command (Tacitus, Ann 1.23). 

 When read in the context of Roman literature, which offers a range of depictions, 

Matthew’s lack of detail about the centurion leaves open a variety of possibilities.  The defining 

characteristics of the centurion at 8:5-6, 9-10 are his description of his slave’s condition, a 

statement about military hierarchies, and his trust in Jesus.  None of this clarifies his character, 

motivation, or intentions.  For this reason, Matthew’s readers are left with an ambiguous 

understanding of the soldier’s motives and priorities.  This ambiguity does not, however, 

disqualify the centurion from receiving Jesus’ help or praise. 
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c. The Centurion’s Faith 

 The third aspect of Matthew’s portrayal of the centurion is shown in Jesus’ declaration 

that he has pi,stij (“trust/faith/belief”) (8:10).
701

  From Matthew’s perspective, this trust in Jesus’ 

ability to heal reveals an eschatological truth: that people from far away will one day be included 

in the heavenly banquet.  Jesus statement in 8:10-12 begins with his amazement – the centurion 

has, defying expectations, approached him to ask for the benefits of God’s healing power.  This 

approach and request prompts Jesus to speak words of praise for those like the centurion who 

seek him out and accept him and his work, and words of condemnation towards those – Israel’s 

leaders – who do not. 

 Jesus’ language here echoes Psalm 107:3, which refers to those redeemed by God “and 

gathered in from the lands, from the east and from the west, from the north and from the 

south.”
702

  In regard to this reference, Davies and Allison note that “almost all ancient and 

modern exegetes assume that Gentiles are meant.  This is, we think, far from self-evident.”
703

  

Their reasons for this contention include the fact that Psalm 107 is “a passage about the return of 

Jewish exiles to the land… The phrase ‘east and west,’ is, in Jewish texts, frequently associated 

with the return of diaspora Jews to their land… in Ps 107; Isa 25–7; 49; and Ezek 37–39, the 

theme of the pilgrimage of the diaspora Jews is brought into connection with the messianic feast, 
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so… the usual interpretation [of Matt 8:5-13] is not what comes to mind to one steeped in the 

[Hebrew scriptures].”
704

 

 It is tempting here to get sidetracked into discussions of the centurion’s ethnicity, with 

Saddington’s assertion that the officer was part of the Herodian royal army and therefore not 

Roman, and Schoenfeld’s reminder that Jewish men were accepted and served in the Roman 

legions.
705

  Are Matthew’s readers to envision a Galilean, Judean, or Idumean officer in Antipas’ 

allied forces?  Are they to imagine a soldier from the Jewish diaspora serving in the Roman 

legions now stationed in or passing through Capernaum?  Is his theology polytheistic, allowing 

him to pay tribute to local divinities beyond the officially prescribed rites of Roman army 

religion?  Is he of Jewish background, or a Jewish convert who would be very comfortable 

seeking help from a Jewish healer like Jesus?
706

  For the purposes of my argument, these 

possibilities – while complex and intriguing – are not vital.  Rather, it is Jesus’ statement about 

those who acknowledge God’s power which is most relevant, and which, in fact, prompts him to 

heal the slave with a word from afar.  Likewise, Davies and Allison’s argument about the focus 

of Psalm 107 is correct, but incomplete.   

 The multiple possibilities of the centurion’s ethnic identity within the imperial system, as 

well as other Biblical texts such as Isaiah 25:1-10a (see below) suggest that Matthew has a much 

broader referent whereby those who come from the East and the West and North and South 

represent and include both Jews and Gentiles among the “all people” who recognize Jesus’ 

authority and are welcomed into the eschatological feast. 
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 Jesus’ acceptance of the centurion’s request and accompanying invitation to the 

eschatological feast in 8:10-12 are not only reflections of Matthew’s interaction with Hebrew 

scriptures; they may also be read as another way in which Matthew contests imperial claims of 

power.  These claims are found in numerous places, including Virgil (Aeneid 1.278-79), who 

claims a divine purpose for the Roman people when Jupiter says: “For these I set no bounds in 

space or time; but have given empire without end.”
707

  Augustus (Res Gestae 13) also claims that 

“peace, secured by victory” is a sign of divine favor of his dominion and rule over “the whole 

domain of the Roman people on land and sea.”  Matthew’s feast imagery contests these all-

inclusive claims of imperial ideology by depicting a world in which all people (both Jews and 

Gentiles) who acknowledge God’s power – rather than that of Rome – are invited, welcomed, 

fed and find a place to live in peace.  Psalm 107 shows people gathering from all lands into a 

new community; Isaiah 25:1-10a describes a holy mountain, on which “the LORD of hosts will 

make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, of rich food filled with 

marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear” (25:6); and Zechariah 8:22 envisions that, “Many 

peoples and strong nations shall come to seek the LORD of hosts in Jerusalem, and to entreat the 

favor of the LORD.”
708

  In Matthew’s narrative, people who acknowledge God’s reign are 

represented by the centurion (8:10-13) as well as the Galilean leper (8:1-4); Judeans (21:14-16); 

Gentiles like the Magi (2:1-12); and crowds fed by Jesus upon a mountain (14:13-21; 15:29-39).  

While it is true that Matthew’s language (while rooted in Biblical imagery) mimics imperial 

claims, it does not merely replace one worldly empire with another.  Rather, the eschatological 

vision of 8:10-12 is connected to the work that Matthew’s Jesus is already involved with that 
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repairs and heals the damage inflicted by Roman power: feeding the hungry, healing the sick, 

praying for enemies, and non-violently resisting those who seek to oppress God’s people.  For 

this reason, the values and expression of God’s empire stand in complicated relationship to that 

of Rome.  Through the long Biblical tradition of portraying divine presence in imperial language 

(‘kingly’ rule; benign and beneficent), Matthew’s Jesus does not proclaim a “Kingdom of 

Heaven” that is wholly different than that of Rome, but one that is qualitatively better due to its 

inclusion of those on the margins of society (4:23 – 5:12).  

  

d. Jesus’ Condemnation of Those Who Do Not Acknowledge Him 

 The final way in which this scene negotiates imperial power is in the content of Jesus’ 

statement about the heirs of Israel, who will be “thrown into the outer darkness” (8:11-12) 

because they are not receptive to his power.  These words are not directed toward all Jewish 

people (many of whom follow Jesus and participate in his efforts to realize God’s reign), but 

rather at elite leaders who cooperate with the Romans and enact policies that harm the common 

people.  The “dire warnings” directed at “some of the Jewish leaders” are found not only here in 

8:11-12, but through the Gospel (cf. 10:32f.; 11:21-24; 23:1-39).
709

  Jesus’ act of healing and 

language about “weeping and gnashing of teeth” (8:12) may reflect competition between 

Matthew and other strands of Judaism in the late first century CE,
710

 but it also reveals another 

way in which Matthew must negotiate imperial ideology that claims faith, mercy, and judgment 

are the domain of emperors and imperial power.   
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 The concept of pi,stij (“faith”), introduced in the previous subsection, is one which 

Matthew’s Jesus commends as connected in some instances to healing (8:10, 13; 9:2, 22, 29; 

15:28);
711

 associates with trust in God (6:30) and fulfilment of the Torah (23:23); enables 

disciples to witness and partake of his divine power (8:26; 14:31; 16:8; 17:17, 20; 21:22-23); and 

serves as a measure of behavior for community members at the eschatological judgment (24:45).  

In a number of these occurrences (6:30; 8:26; 14:31; 17:20), Matthew uses the word ovligo,pistoi 

(“little faith”) as an antithesis to pi,stij; this criticism highlights what the Matthean Jesus expects 

of his followers and warns them clearly to maintain a good relationship with him.  In 17:17 Jesus 

refers to the genea. a;pistoj kai. diestramme,nh (“faithless and perverse generation”) who should 

place their trust in his work but do not;
712

 to emphasize this critique, Jesus shows them his 

faithfulness by healing a possessed boy that his disciples have been unable to help. 

 In the ancient world, the concept of pi,stij (Latin: fides) encompassed ideas of 

confidence, assurance, and trust in others; trustworthiness, honesty, and acting in good faith (in 

personal and business relationships); philosophical proofs; and political protection and 

suzerainty.
713

  This latter aspect is illustrated by Polybius (Hist. 20.9), who writes about the 

Aetolians, who pledged themselves “to the faith of the Romans” (εἰς τὴν Ῥωμαίων πίστιν) 

expecting a pardon: “But with the Romans to commit oneself to the faith of a victor is equivalent 

to surrendering at discretion.”
714

  Teresa Morgan argues that fides is one aspect of imperial 

ideology that expresses the relationship between the Roman military and imperial rulers, and 

                                                      
711

 There are a number of different relationships between submission / faith and healing in Matthew: faith may lead 

to healing (8:1-4; twice in 9:18-26; 9:27-31); healing may be performed without faith (8:14-17; 9:2-8); healing may 

by performed although it is opposed (8:28-34). 
712

 Konradt, Israel, Church, and the Gentiles, 208-243, argues that the genea. should be identified primarily as elite 

leaders who reject Jesus. 
713

 pi,stij, Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, 9
th

 ed., 1408.  
714

 Paton, et al., LCL: παρὰ < δὲ > Ῥωμαίοις ἰσοδυναμεῖ τό τ᾿ εἰς τὴν πίστιν αὑτὸν ἐγχειρίσαι καὶ τὸ τὴν 
ἐπιτροπὴν δοῦναι περὶ αὑτοῦ τῷ κρατοῦντι.. 



254 

 

between imperial rulers and their subjects.  One example of this ideology of mutual benefit is 

found in Julius Caesar (Civil Wars 3.64 [Peskett, LCL]), where an aquilifer (eagle-standard 

bearer) is mortally wounded in battle; seeking to deliver the aquila to allied troops, he says: 

“This eagle in my life I defended with great care for many years, and now, dying, I restore it to 

Caesar with the same loyalty (eadem fide).”  Morgan notes that “his fides is not only his oath of 

allegiance, but also the trust that has been placed in him and the responsibility he has discharged.  

He dies knowing the Caesar and his commanders have relied on his loyalty as certainly as he has 

been loyal to them.”
715

   

 Morgan also points to Roman coins that feature the legends fides exercituum, fides 

cohortium, or fides praetorianorum, which promote the mutual fidelity of the army and the 

emperors: they depend upon one another to act faithfully and in good faith to uphold each 

other.
716

  She writes: 

 The imagery of fides on coins is richly varied, and by no means all military: civil, 

religious, and economic images also appear, and images are variously combined 

for greater symbolic richness.  The goddess Fides frequently appears either in 

person or represented by clasped right hands, the ubiquitous symbol of good 

faith…. [She] often carries ears of corn and/or a basket or plate of fruit.  The corn 

(sometimes visibly wheat or barley) is usually taken to symbolize the emperor’s 

control of the grain supply; hence his guarantee of food at reasonable prices, 
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especially for the Roman poor.  Outside Rome, the image might also stand more 

generally for prosperity, arising from peace in the empire…. All this imagery is 

combined in many ways, not least with military imagery and legends.  The legend 

fides exercituum or fides cohortium, for instance, is often shown with corn ears of 

a cornucopia.  The same legend, or clasped right hands, may be shown with corn 

ears and poppies or military standards or both. The cumulative effect (at least to a 

modern audience which has the benefit of seeing large numbers of coins together) 

is to emphasize the interdependence of all the benefits of fides.  Peace, ensured by 

armies, together with strong government, brings prosperity, trade, fair prices, and 

satisfaction to all the subjects of the empire.
717

 

 

 When Matthew’s Jesus praises the centurion’s pi,stij, then, it must be read in relation to 

imperial claims of fides, where emperors and soldiers pledge faithfulness to each other; and 

where rulers backed by military power demand faithfulness from provincial residents.  Jesus’ 

response, in fact, makes perfect sense when read alongside the centurion’s claim to his place in 

the vast Roman military network (8:8-9).  Like Caesar’s aquilifer who died faithfully discharging 

his duty, Matthew’s centurion proclaims his faithfulness as a loyal and dutiful soldier and Jesus 

acknowledges it.  This articulation of fides by imperial agents proclaiming their honesty and 

trustworthiness is a common trope of imperial ideology, and Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus and 

his work also draws upon the image of a truthful and reliable actor.  He is calling disciples to 

trust in and follow him, and then shows he is worthy of their faith by healing, feeding, and 

teaching about God’s reign.  While positive character traits such as honesty and faithfulness are 

not exclusive to imperial claims of authority, a case can be made that Matthew is mimicking 

imperial claims.  Not only does Matthew’s Jesus act in similar ways to Roman emperors by 

demanding acts of faith in him from his followers, he also shows his faithfulness towards them 
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by providing food and healing, and backs up his demands with threats of divine punishment – 

“outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (8:12; 22:13; 25:30)
718

 

backed by “twelve legions of angels” (26:52-55). 

 Related to faith/faithfulness is the concept of e;leoj/clementia (“mercy, compassion, pity, 

concern for someone in need”), which was also claimed by imperial rulers as part of their 

ideological repertoire.
719

  The first emperor, Augustus (Res Gestae 32), asserts that “a large 

number of other nations experienced the good faith of the Roman people during my principate who 

never before had had any interchange of embassies or of friendship with the Roman people,”
720

 

and portrays himself (Res Gestae 34) as honored by the Roman people “in recognition of my 

valor, my mercy [clementiae], my justice, and my piety.”  Augustus connects his humane and 

benevolent rule with military conquest and victory (Res Gestae 3, 26 [Shipley, LCL]): “Wars, 

both civil and foreign, I undertook throughout the world, on sea and land, and when victorious I 

spared all citizens who sued for pardon.  The foreign nations which could with safety be pardoned I 

preferred to save rather than to destroy…. I extended the boundaries of all the provinces which 

were bordered by races not yet subject to our empire….  [These nations] I brought to a state of 

peace without waging on any tribe an unjust war [bellum inuria].”   A similar claim is made by 

Seneca (On Mercy 1.1 [Basore, LCL]) on behalf of his pupil the Emperor Nero, for whom he 

writes an imagined soliloquy: 

Have I of all mortals found favor with Heaven and been chosen to serve on earth as 

vicar of the gods? I am the arbiter of life and death for the nations; it rests in my 

power what each man’s lot and state shall be… without my favor and grace no part 

of the wide world can prosper; all those many thousands of swords which my peace 
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restrains will be drawn at my nod; what nations shall be utterly destroyed, which 

banished, which shall receive the gift of liberty, which have it taken from them, 

what kings shall become slaves and whose heads shall be crowned with royal 

honour, what cities shall fall and which shall rise—this it is mine to decree. With all 

things thus at my disposal… I am sparing to the utmost of even the meanest blood; 

no man fails to find favor at my hands though he lack all else but the name of man. 

Sternness I keep hidden, but mercy [clementia] ever ready at hand.
721

 

 

These incongruous claims of mercy/compassion and domination through military power are 

intertwined in an imperial ideology designed to justify Roman claims of power and control.  In this 

ideology, mercy is the withholding of military power – but only if domination/submission to 

Roman power can be achieved by other means.  These two aspects of imperial ideology – mercy 

mixed with threats of destruction – are also found in Jesus’ actions and language in Matthew 

8:11-13. 

 Although the term e;leoj (“mercy”) does not appear in Matthew 8:11-13, Jesus’ actions 

toward the slave may be categorized as such.  His work of healing here and throughout the 

Gospel may be understood in the Biblical tradition of God’s mercy (~xr / e;leoj), which is deep 

and theologically significant for all Israel.  On many occasions Matthew’s Jesus is one who is 

asked for and displays mercy to others (Matt 5:7; 9:13, 27; 12:7; 15:22; 17:15; 18:33; 20:30f; 

23:23).
722

  On the basis of Biblical tradition, Jesus’ healing of the centurion’s slave is merciful 

insofar as it alleviates suffering.  At the same time, in the context of Roman imperial ideology, 

Jesus’ response to the problem of the slave’s “terrible suffering” is an expression of Jesus’ 
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masculine virtue and authority: rather than remaining passive, Jesus acts to confront problems 

and threats to the established order; his action maintains hierarchical relationships between 

centurion and underlings/master and slave.  Thus Matthew mimics imperial ideology by 

portraying Jesus in a fashion typical of elite Roman males who seek to control the world. 

 The other strand of the imperial ideology of “mercy” is found in Jesus’ condemnation of 

those who refuse his authority.  Matthew connects Jesus’ promise that the “heirs of the kingdom” 

– Israel’s leaders – will be punished for resisting his rule (8:12) to a number of other passages 

(9:13, 27; 12:7; 15:22; 17:15; 20:30-31; and 23:23) where similar views are expressed.  As in the 

claims of Roman emperors, those who do not submit to Jesus’ authority and power will be 

destroyed.  A number of these texts are eschatological in nature – and are the subject of the 

following chapter. 

 As with other facets of Matthew’s scene, Jesus’ act of mercy, words of judgment, and 

praise of the centurion’s “faith” in 8:11-13 do not directly confront Roman military power.  

Instead, Matthew’s Jesus mimics the language and ideology of the emperors, criticizing elite 

Jewish leaders who cooperate with and benefit from the structures of the Empire, and point 

towards a time when divine judgment and justice will be carried out against those leaders who do 

not accept his authority.  At the same time, Jesus’ sharing of divine mercy through acts of 

healing and inclusion are indicative of a difference between the Roman Empire and that of God.  

In this scene, the mercy of Matthew’s Jesus is not predicated on the prior submission to his 

power and authority.  The scene includes a centurion of opaque motives, a slave who is still 

under the dominion of the Empire, and others “from the east and from the west” who will come 

because of their faith and acknowledgement of God’s power.   
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5. Conclusion 

 Matthew’s portrayal of a deferential centurion in 8:5-13 evokes the vast Roman military 

network, which included legions, auxiliary cohorts, and the armies of allied rulers under Roman 

patronage and control.  The discipline and hierarchical assumptions about military relationships 

were well known in the ancient world, as given voice by Tacitus (History 1.84): “It is by 

obeying, not by questioning, the orders of commanders that military power is kept together. And 

that army is the most courageous in the moment of peril, which is the most orderly before the 

peril comes.”
723

  When Jesus encounters a centurion who expresses these values, he does not 

challenge him directly concerning his involvement in military action and slavery, but agrees to 

heal the soldier’s slave who is suffering and afflicted.  This is in keeping with Jesus’ work to 

proclaim God’s kingdom and manifest its presence by healing many people.  The centurion 

prompts Jesus to respond positively to his request, however, by acknowledging directly Jesus’ 

ability and authority.  Jesus does so, although the centurion’s motives remain unclear throughout 

the scene.  Despite the fact that Matthew’s scene leaves unchallenged the structures of imperial 

power and domination represented by both the military and institution of slavery, Jesus’ healing 

of the slave and verbal response to the centurion shows that there are times – if and when agents 

of the Empire are engaged – that imperial agents can be included in God’s work and God’s 

people. 
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Chapter 7 

 

Imagining the Destruction of Eagles: 

Divine Retribution on the Roman Empire 

(Mt. 24:27-31) 

 

 

For as the lightning comes from the east and flashes as far as the west, so will be 

the coming of the Son of Man.  Wherever the corpse is, there the eagles will 

gather.  Immediately after the suffering of those days the sun will be darkened, 

and the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall from heaven, and the 

powers of heaven will be shaken.  Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in 

heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see ‘the Son 

of Man coming on the clouds of heaven’ with power and great glory.  And he will 

send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from 

the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other. 

        Matthew 24:27-31 

 

As Titus advanced into enemy territory, his vanguard consisted of the contingents 

of the kings with the whole body of auxiliaries.  Next to these were the pioneers 

and camp-measurers, then the officers’ baggage-train; behind the troops 

protecting these came the commander in chief, escorted by the cavalry and other 

picked troops, and followed by the legionary cavalry.  These were succeeded by 

the [siege] engines, and these by the tribunes and prefects of cohorts with a picked 

escort; after them and surrounding the eagle came the army standards preceded by 

their trumpeters, and behind them solid column six abreast. 

       Josephus, JW 5.47-48
724
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1. Introduction 

 In previous chapters I have argued that Matthew’s strategies for negotiating Roman 

military power include avoidance when possible (Herod and Antipas), non-violent resistance (to 

negate the abuses of avggarh,ion/angaria), and cooperation and mimicry (when imperial agents 

approach directly, asking for help that employs God’s power to heal).  In each case Matthew 

constructs a scene in which different facets of Roman military power are negotiated by 

provincials who often bear the brunt of imperial policies of control and domination.   

 In this chapter I turn to another strategy of negotiation in which Matthew increases the 

stakes for all involved.  For Matthew’s Jesus is not simply a teacher with large crowds and a 

healer with a growing reputation: he is also o ̀uìo,j tou/ avnqrw,pou (“the Son of Man”), an 

eschatological figure with roots in Hebrew scripture who will come at the end of the age to judge 

the nations and with heavenly military power destroy God’s enemies – including the Roman 

Empire – forever.
725

  This vision of divine punishment, found in Matthew 24:27-31, is a marked 

contrast to the eschatological feast to which Jesus invites the centurion in 8:5-13.  In both cases, 

Matthew’s eschatological landscape includes the righteous and excludes the unrighteous.  

However, while 8:10-12 depicts the inclusion of those like the centurion who acknowledge 

God’s power and authority, the scene in 24:27-31 is one in which Roman military power, 

depicted as a complete entity, is judged and punished while those chosen by the Son of Man are 

gathered from the four corners of the earth. 

 While connected to elements of prophetic discourse from Hebrew scripture, I read 

Matthew 24:27-31 as a private expression of dissent with the imperial order, in contrast to other 

more public strategies of negotiation discussed in previous chapters.  Matthew here envisions 
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revenge and divine punishment on “the eagles” (24:27) of Roman military power.  This vision is, 

however, opaque to those in power, and only shared privately with Jesus’ disciples (24:3) for the 

present time.  Matthew’s other strategies of negotiation (avoidance, non-violent resistance, 

cooperation, and mimicry) have been designed to provide guidance for public behavior towards 

imperial agents by those who must bear the brunt of abusive imperial practices.  The vision of 

24:27-31, however, does not depend on such strategies for daily survival, but directs Matthew’s 

audience to anticipate divine action that will one day overthrow and destroy the oppressors of 

God’s people.  I argue that the fierce urgency of these and other “off-stage” comments in 

Matthew 24 – 25 represent what Scott calls the “most elementary level” of the hidden transcript, 

in which revenge fantasies are enacted and elaborate curses are prayed as an expression “of the 

anger and reciprocal aggression denied by the presence of domination.... [in which] the 

frustration, tension, and control necessary in the public setting give way to unbridled retaliation 

in a safer setting, where the accounts of reciprocity are, symbolically at least, finally 

balanced.”
726

  Thus the purpose of such a vision, no less than other facets of Matthew’s 

negotiation, is to assist those who suffer under imperial domination by giving voice to the deep 

yearning for change to the present networks of power. 

 

2. Approaches to Matthew’s Eschatological Vision 

 In Matthew’s narrative, the occasion for Jesus’ eschatological discourse (Matt 24 – 25) is 

prompted by his disciples, who marvel at the construction of the Temple complex and are 

stopped short by Jesus’ response: “not one stone will be left here upon another; all will be 

thrown down” (24:2), commonly interpreted as a reference to the Jerusalem temple’s destruction 
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by Roman troops in 70 CE.  The following discussion, in which Jesus talks about “the sign of 

your coming and of the end of the age” (24:3), includes warnings about false Messiahs (24:4-8, 

23-26), persecutions (24:9-14), and the destruction of the Temple (24:15-22); admonitions to be 

ready for the Son of Man’s return (24:32-44); parables about watchfulness (24:45 – 25:30); and a 

vision of the judgement of nations, where the unrighteous “will go away into eternal punishment, 

but the righteous into eternal life” (24:13-46).  Within this discourse is a smaller unit, Matthew 

24:27-31, which includes stark imagery of lightning in a darkened sky; a corpse surrounded by 

eagles; sun and moon eclipsed; stars falling; and planets shaken.  Each of these heavenly portents 

is a prelude to the arrival of the Son of Man, who will appear to the consternation of all people 

on earth, except for “the elect” (tou.j evklektou.j), who will be gathered and brought home (24:30-

31).  Matthew’s scene depicts a parousia which heralds the end of the age: a military battle that 

overturns the present order of things – including Rome’s empire – and replaces it with the 

Empire of God.
727

  This will not be accomplished by any earthly power, however, but awaits 

divine intervention when the Son of Man returns “on the clouds of heaven with power and great 

glory” (24:31).   

 As stated above, I argue in this chapter that Matthew’s eschatological vision is one in 

which Roman military power is destroyed and the Roman Empire replaced by the power of 

God’s Empire that Jesus has been proclaiming.  I take up this argument in the following section, 

after addressing here some ways in which other scholars have approached Matthew’s 

eschatological vision in 24:27-31.  As has been see in previous chapters, these approaches do not 

address Mathew’s negotiation of imperial structures and the domination of Roman military 

power, but are instead focused on questions of textual and redaction history, theology/ 

christology, and ethnicity. 
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 Davies and Allison are typical of those who approach Matthew 24 – 25 with questions of 

textual and redaction history, arguing that Matthew “presents Jesus as a seer of the 

eschatological future” whose message is primarily theological in nature, providing “the true 

ending of the Messiah’s story so that the whole can be rightly” understood: it is an assurance to 

Jesus’ followers who are enduring suffering, and provides hope that “a good future can issue 

from an evil present”
728

 – which they do not define, nor address in terms of Roman military 

power.  As with other texts throughout their commentary, Davies and Allison base much of their 

argument on redaction analysis; their stated purpose is to seek “the question of the origin of the 

discourse… [and] attempt to reconstruct the history of the tradition.”
729

  Assigning portions to 

Mark 13 and other portions to Q (based on the parallel with Luke 17:23-24, 37),
730

 they argue 

that Matthew 24 – 25 includes interpretation of prophetic texts (especially Daniel); reflection on 

current events (perhaps including the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE); and eschatological 

statements traceable to the historical Jesus.
731

  

 In a similar fashion, Luz refers to questions of sources throughout his commentary, and 

argues for “the enormous significance” of the Son of Man as a religious figure whose appearance 

and judgment presage the moment in which “the issues of salvation and destruction are 

decided.”
732

  Luz argues that Matthew 24 is a redacted version of Mark 13, the core of which 

“originated before the destruction of Jerusalem… strongly, but not exclusively, influenced by 

Daniel,” and, as such, “it is especially difficult to say in which sections of the text the readers 

saw statements about the past, in which they saw their own experiences, and in which they saw 
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predictions of the future.”
733

  Like Davies and Allison, Luz’s only consideration of the imperial 

context in which Matthew is written is the war in 66-70 CE, rather than the ongoing realities of 

military pacification and control.  Further obscuring the imperial context, Luz divides Matt 

24:27-31 into two different subsections of chapter 24: “it makes sense to understand vv.15-28 as 

a second main section that then is followed by a brief concluding section dealing with the end 

(vv.29-31)…. [that] begin[s] with personal addresses and speak[s] of the church’s experiences 

(vv.9-14, 23-28).”
734

  The result of this division is a separation of the images in Matthew’s 

eschatological vision in which Roman military eagles are killed (24:28) and the Son of Man 

returns commanding an angelic army (24:29-31). 

 Given the overall assumptions of Davies and Allison and Luz’s textual and redaction 

approaches with a focus on narrowly-defined ‘religious’ matters, it is not surprising that they 

give little attention to matters of imperial context when interpreting Matthew 24:27-31.  Davies 

and Allison call Matt 24:28 a “synthetic proverb” in which the image of the eagles circling a 

carcass may represent several things, including (in order of likelihood): (1) a public event (“as 

obvious as eagles or vultures circling over carrion”) that all will see, to be read in parallel to 

24:27; (2) eschatological tribulation “concluded by vultures devouring the flesh of the wicked 

dead, as in Ezek. 39:17; Sib. Or. 3.644-6; and Rev. 19:17-18;” or (3) a metaphor for resurrection 

(c.f. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 4.14).
735

  They do not address the possibility of Roman military 

influences on the text as significant, placing it seventh (of eight) in their list of possible 

interpretations and mentioning it not in relation to the final eschatological battle that destroys 

Rome, but in relation to 70 CE: 24:28 “might equate the eagles with the Roman standards which 
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surrounded Jerusalem, [and] the body with the wrecked capital or temple” during the war in 70 

CE.
736

  Davies and Allison are not alone in using “vultures” and “eagles” interchangeably for 

avetoi,; this conflation is another barrier to seeing the imperial imagery in the text. 

 Luz also characterizes the images in Matt 24:27-28 as relating to the visibility of the 

parousia, but denies any imperial context.  Luz contends that “it is not clear why the text speaks 

of ‘eagles’ and not of ‘vultures’ (gu,pej) as in related Greek proverbs,”
737

 and that “the saying 

about eagles hardly speaks of judgment, and it is not necessary to interpret it allegorically.  

Although the image does not fit naturally with that of the flash of lightning, it too merely wants 

to illustrate how impossible it will be not to see the parousia.”
738

  He acknowledges that some 

scholars have connected “the formulation with avetoi,… [as] an opportunity to think of Roman 

troops… but that does not fit in this context.”
739

  Rather, Luz contends that Matthew’s readers 

are to understand the parousia: “as universal, as vast, as unambiguous as a streak of lightning… 

People cannot ignore it, and when it is there they cannot doubt it… [it is] an external and cosmic 

event…. The concluding proverb-like image of the cadaver and the eagles says the same thing…. 

People will be able to miss the parousia no more than the vultures overlook a dead animal.”
740

   

 From my perspective, Davies and Allison and Luz’s reliance on textual sources alone 

lead to conclusions about Matthew 24 – 25 that are incomplete.  While their analysis considers 

textual antecedents for the production of the eschatological discourse, including Matthew 24:27-

31, it does not acknowledge the Roman imperial context in which Matthew’s Jesus utters his 

discourse.  For this reason, their claims about the setting and history of the Matthean community, 

including which elements of the discourse were interpreted by Matthew’s audience as 

                                                      
736

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:356. 
737

 Luz, Matthew 21-28,199. 
738

 Luz, Matthew 21-28,199-200. 
739

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 200, n.153. 
740

 Luz, Matthew 21-28,199.  Like Davies and Allison, Luz here conflates “vultures” and “eagles.” 



267 

 

past/present/future events are an inadequate representation of the pressures faced in the imperial 

setting.  Reliance on textual history approaches also leads to minimizing the connection between 

the avetoi, and Roman military forces, including the conflation of identity between vultures and 

eagles.
741

  I argue below that the vehemence of Matthew’s Jesus in 24:27-31 is not merely a 

religious vision based on specific traumatic historical events, but an expression of dissent against 

imperial military control in which the eschatological vision functions to call down judgment on 

God’s enemies, and to caution his followers to remain faithful. 

 Among those scholars who are concerned about questions of ethnicity, the judgments 

found in the eschatological discourse of Matt 24 – 25 are not directed at Roman military power, 

but at first-century CE Jewish leadership.  While Saldarini, Stanton, and Sim emphasize conflict 

with the Jewish leadership, they are silent on 24:27-31.  Saldarini, for instance, argues that 

Matthew’s aims are sectarian, using “polemical and apologetic language that makes the 

boundaries between his group and the other groups clear.  His quarrel is mainly with the 

leadership of the Jewish community.”
742

  He does not address Matthew 24:27-31.   

 In a similar manner, Stanton contends that Matthew 24:20 (“Pray that your flight may not 

be in winter or on a Sabbath”) is critical to understanding the conflict between Matthew’s 

community and Jewish leaders in Matthew 24–25.  The “theme of flight from Jewish persecutors 

is stated at the very outset… [when] Herod’s attempt to destroy Jesus is thwarted by the flight 

into Egypt; the wise men are also forced to flee…. Later in the story disciples (and the implied 

reader) are given a broad hint that they may have to follow the example… and flee for their very 
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lives from persecution.”
743

  Stanton notes that “persecution from both Gentiles and Jews” is 

referred to in Matthew 10, 17-18 and 22; however, “the reference to Sabbath suggests that, as in 

Matt 23:24, persecution from Jewish religious leaders is in mind.”
744

  From my perspective, 

Stanton is correct to connect the various facets of danger (Herod; suffering in the last days) that 

Matthew addresses; what he does not address are the mutually supporting relationships that link 

elite Jewish and Roman political leaders (including Herod), all sustained by networks of military 

power. 

 While following the same premise as Saldarini and Stanton, Sim comes closest to 

acknowledging the imperial context when he proposes that: “As a result of Gentile persecutions 

of the Jews and the time of the Jewish war… the whole Jewish population of Antioch must have 

felt isolated, threatened and afraid of further outbreaks of violence. This means that the Matthean 

community in Antioch was an alienated group within an alienated people.  It lived with the 

possibility of renewed Gentile violence and with the reality of hostility and conflict from its 

fellow Jews.”
745

  Nevertheless, Sim argues that the primary and major conflict for Matthew’s 

community is with their fellow Jews: “It cannot be emphasized strongly enough that this 

dispute… was an internal Jewish debate.”
746

  In regard to chapters 24–25, Sim acknowledges that 

these chapters relate to a degree of “persecution and oppression at the hands of certain Gentiles,” 

including the “governors and kings” referred to in Matt 10:17-22.
747

  This persecution of the 

Matthean community, while connected to “certain historical and social conditions which came in 

the wake of the Jewish War,” has less to do with the structures of Roman military power in 
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Syria, and much more to do with “the rise of formative Judaism and the reemergence of the 

Pauline mission.”
748

 

 None of the three authors cited directly addresses Matthew 24:27-31.  Saldarini argues 

generally that Matthew’s “vitriolic tone” grows out of “strong and immediate provocation” 

towards his group of “dissident Jewish troublemakers who had to be disciplined.”
749

  Ultimately, 

this dispute over “public control of society… invokes heavenly judgment as the final resolution 

of the conflict.”
750

  Stanton frames the conflict of 24:27-31 in purely ethnic sectarian terms: “it 

seems likely that in the immediate aftermath of the Jewish war that Matthean community feared 

(rightly or wrongly) that… flight on a Sabbath would provoke further hostility from some Jewish 

leaders.”
751

  Sim also prefers to discuss the ways in which Matthew’s Jesus is in conflict with 

Jewish leaders, and does not address the text of 24:27-31. 

 While it may well be true that the elements of chapters 24 – 25 that denigrate and call for 

divine judgment against Jesus’ opponents point towards a conflict between Matthew’s 

community and local Jewish groups, scholars who argue about these matters neglect the imperial 

context within which all such groups existed in the first century CE and the military power 

referred to in 24:27-31 that all such non-elite groups had to negotiate.  For this reason, I believe 

their conclusions, like those of textual critics discussed above, are inadequate.  In the section 

below I argue for a reading of 24:27-31 that places the eschatological vision of Matthew’s Jesus 

in its imperial context, and speaks a hidden transcript against Roman military power that God 

(through Jesus’ parousia as the Son of Man) will one day defeat and overthrow. 
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3. The Destruction of Eagles (Matt 24:27-31) 

 Following Carter’s argument about the identity of the avetoi, as “eagles” and not vultures 

(gu,y) in 24:28, I argue in this section that Matthew’s eschatological vision includes the 

overthrow of the Roman Empire, which will be replaced with the Empire of God at the end of 

the age.
752

  I set these “eschatological eagles” in the context of “Son of Man” occurrences, the 

Biblical cypher and self-referential depiction that Matthew’s Jesus uses throughout the gospel.  

These in turn are linked to other military imagery: the “sign” or “ensign” (LXX: shmei/on or 

Vulgate: signum) of the Son of Man; and angelic forces announced by a war-trumpet (sa,lpigx)  

and sent (avposte,llw) from heaven to rescue the followers of Jesus from the four corners of the 

earth.  Each of these components of the scene strengthens my contention that Matthew 24:27-31 

is yet another facet of the Gospel’s negotiation with Roman military power. 

 In this case, Matthew mimics expressions of Roman military practice and power and 

coopts it by envisioning its overthrow by a stronger power.  His strategy here is different than 

those discussed so far in this work, picturing Jesus – amidst a grisly scene of Roman corpses and 

mourning nations – as a military conqueror, “coming on the clouds of heaven with power and 

great glory” (24:30).  Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus as the eschatological Son of Man in 24:27-31 

presents his audience with a figure whose agency is more potent and formidable than any Roman 

political and military power.  Here the Son of Man appears like lightning (24:27) and sends out 

angels like soldiers (24:31); he will come at an unexpected time (24:39, 44) to judge the nations 

(25:31) while seated at the right hand of God (26:64).  This vision is not a call to arms and revolt, 

however, but a private assertion in which Matthew’s Jesus speaks off-stage to his disciples, 

affirming that their daily and outward compliance with Roman military domination will one day 
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end in a divine defeat of the Roman military, and giving voice to their distress with a dream of 

divine justice and retribution. 

 

a. Eschatological Eagles 

 The first and most important element to establish is the identity of the birds in Matthew 

24:28. These avetoi, are commonly understood to be “vultures” that gather around a corpse 

(ptw/ma), and this is reflected in most English translations.  Carter notes correctly that this 

“consensus reading has… some serious shortcomings”
753

 because it is inaccurate: avetoi, are not 

vultures but “eagles.”
754

  Allowing that there are occasions in which the identities of the aveto,j / 

aquila (“eagle”) and gu,y / vultur (“vulture”) are blurred, Carter points out that, “ancient writers 

generally do not equate eagles and vultures…. [and this equivalence] is not as pervasive as some 

argue.”
755

  Ancient writers such as Homer, Iliad 4.235; 11.162; 16.836; Aelianus Hist. Anim. 

2.38; Virgil Aeneid 11.752-56; and Job 9:26 knew, for instance, that the two birds find food 

differently, with eagles generally hunting live prey, and vultures subsisting on carrion.  While 

there is a corpse (ptw/ma) in Matthew 24:28, there is no mention of hunting or eating.  This 

atypical association of eagles and a dead body has created confusion among many interpreters as 

to Matthew’s meaning.
756

 

 Carter continues, persuasively arguing that the birds in question in Matthew 24:28 are 

eagles, providing a detailed Biblical and historical context which links eagles to imperial nations 
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that serve as agents of divine punishment and are in turn punished for their own 

transgressions.
757

  The first aspect of Carter’s argument connects eagles to imperial power as 

agents of divine punishment.  In Deuteronomy 28:47-68 eagles represent imperial nations, and 

Moses warns the children of Israel what will happen if they do not follow God’s commands 

(28:49-51): “The LORD will bring a nation from far away, from the end of the earth, to swoop 

down on you like an eagle (LXX: aveto,j), a nation whose language you do not understand, a 

grim-faced nation showing no respect to the old or favor to the young.  It shall consume the fruit 

of your livestock and the fruit of your ground until you are destroyed… until it has made you 

perish.”
758

  This judgment, referring to the Babylonian invasion of Israel and destruction of 

Jerusalem in 587 BCE, when followed by repentance (Deut. 30:1-10), will lead to Israel’s 

restoration – and divine judgment upon Babylon.
759

 

 Carter provides another example from Ezekiel 17 in which Biblical texts use the image of 

eagles to evoke imperial powers and divine judgment.  In this passage two eagles arrive in the 

land of Israel:  

The word of the LORD came to me:  O Son of Man, propound a riddle, and speak 

an allegory to the house of Israel.  Say: Thus says the Lord GOD: A great eagle, 

with great wings and long pinions, full of talons, came to the Lebanon.  He took 

the top of the cedar, broke off its topmost shoot… Then he took a seed from the 

land… It sprouted and became a vine spreading out…. 

      There was another great eagle, with great wings and large talons. And behold! 

This vine stretched out its roots toward him; it shot out its branches toward him, 

so that he might water it….  

     Thus says the Lord GOD: I myself will take a sprig from the lofty top of a 

cedar… I myself will plant it on a high and lofty mountain.  On the mountain 

                                                      
757

 Carter, “Imperial Texts,” 469-72. 
758

 Carter, “Imperial Texts,” 473. 
759

 Carter, “Imperial Texts,” 473. 



273 

 

height of Israel I will plant it, in order that it may produce boughs and bear fruit, 

and become a noble cedar….  All the trees of the field shall know that I am the 

LORD. I bring low the high tree, I make high the low tree; I dry up the green tree 

and make the dry tree flourish. I the LORD have spoken; I will accomplish it.
760

 

     

As in Deuteronomy 28, the eagles that invade and upset the land will have their way for a time, 

but ultimately will be judged by God, who is sovereign over both eagles (Babylon and Egypt), 

and who intervenes to frustrate their plans.
761

  Although it is not here a figure who executes 

punishment as in Matthew 24:27-31, Ezekiel 17:1 (LXX) introduces the phrase, ui`o,j avnqrw,pou 

(“Son of Man”), who hears God’s word, and to whom God reveals future events. 

 Thirdly, Carter shows how prophetic judgment can be merged with an eschatological 

vision.  In a similar manner to Matthew 24:27-31, the writer of 4 Ezra 11-12 prophesies the 

destruction of Rome in the “last days.”  In this scene, an eagle with three heads represents the 

Roman Empire ruled by the father and two sons (Vespasian, Titus, and Domitian) of the Flavian 

dynasty:
762

 

I saw rising from the sea an eagle that had twelve feathered wings and three 

heads.  I saw it spread its wings over the whole earth, and all the winds of heaven 

blew upon it, and the clouds were gathered around it…. He said to me, “This is 

the interpretation of this vision that you have seen: The eagle that you saw coming 

up from the sea is the fourth kingdom that appeared in a vision to your brother 

Daniel….   

     In its last days the Most High will raise up three kings, and they shall renew 

many things in it, and shall rule the earth and its inhabitants more oppressively 

than all who were before them. Therefore they are called the heads of the eagle, 

because it is they who shall sum up his wickedness and perform his last actions…. 
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     [T]he Messiah whom the Most High has kept until the end of days, who will 

arise from the offspring of David… will come and speak with them. He will 

denounce them for their ungodliness and for their wickedness, and will display 

before them their contemptuous dealings.  For first he will bring them alive before 

his judgment seat, and when he has reproved them, then he will destroy them.  

But in mercy he will set free the remnant of my people, those who have been 

saved throughout my borders, and he will make them joyful until the end comes, 

the day of judgment, of which I spoke to you at the beginning.
763

 

 

Like Matthew’s eschatological vision in 24:27-31, in which eagles gather with corpses and the 

Son of Man causes the nations to mourn (24:28, 30), 4 Ezra condemns the Roman Empire for its 

oppressive rule, ungodliness, and wickedness.  Like the Son of Man sitting on a throne to judge 

and separate the righteous from the unrighteous (Matt 25:31-32, 46), 4 Ezra looks forward to a 

day of divine judgment at which time a Messiah in the line of Davidic kings will appear to free 

God’s people and save them.  In both Matthew and 4 Ezra, the power of the Roman “eagles” is 

subject to divine judgement and destruction, and God’s faithful are saved by divine intervention. 

 Carter thus demonstrates the context in which the avetoi, of Matthew 24:28 should be 

read: Biblical “eagles” often represent imperial power, which may be used by God to punish 

Israel’s sins and, in turn, may be punished by God for their own unrighteousness.
764

  Ultimately 

this divine punishment is cosmic and eschatological.  In the case of Matthew 24:27-31 it is the 

imperial power of Rome to which the Gospel writer refers.  I have established the Roman 

imperial context that Matthew negotiates throughout this work; Roman use of eagles as imperial 

and military imagery is widespread throughout the Empire, as discussed below.  I also 

                                                      
763
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demonstrate in the following sections the ways in which Matthew mimics and overturns this 

imagery – envisioning the eschatological judgment and destruction of Roman eagles when the 

Son of Man returns. 

 

b. The Son of Man 

 Much has been written about the identity of the Son of Man in relation to Matthew’s 

christology and characterization of Jesus, and a full discussion of this identity is beyond the 

scope of the present work.
765

  My argument here is much narrower: remaining focused on the 

eschatological passage of Matthew 24:27-31, I contend that the Son of Man’s purpose in this 

passage is to express Matthew’s usually veiled resentment towards the indignities of Roman 

military control.  Mimicking Roman ideology of domination and control through military 

superiority, Matthew’s portrayal here of Jesus as the eschatological Son of Man builds on 

previous references to his eschatological roles (13:36-43; 16:13-28; 19:27-30).
766

  Yet the 

portrayal of Jesus here in this scene in relation to the Roman military is noticeably and 

qualitatively different from that of the previous scenes concerning negotiation of the Roman 

military.  No longer an infant fleeing soldiers in his mother’s arms; no longer at risk from 

speaking prophetic truth to power; no longer forced to creatively resist compulsory labor by 

abusive military personnel; no longer compliantly acquiescing to requests for assistance while 

guessing about motives, Jesus is here an authoritative ruler who will return suddenly with glory 

and power, commanding angelic armies to gather his scattered people, and to judge and destroy 

Roman military power. 
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 Matthew’s Jesus refers to himself as “the Son of Man” (tou/ ui`ou/ tou/ avnqrw,pou) 

throughout the Gospel narrative, and these occurrences, as have been noted by a number of 

scholars, may be grouped into statements about the Son of Man’s (1) everyday activity (c.f. 8:20; 

9:6; 11:19; 12:8); (2) suffering and death (17:9, 12, 22; 20:18; 26:45); and (3) eschatological 

identity (13:41; 16:27, 28; 19:28; 24:44; 25:31; 26:64).
767

  Located in the final act of Matthew’s 

narrative (chapters 21 – 27),
768

 the long eschatological discourse in Matthew 24:3 – 25:36
769

 

builds on these previous eschatological Son of Man references.  The chapters depict Jesus as 

pronouncing judgment upon his opponents and warning that suffering will occur for his 

followers before the “end of the age” (24:3) when Jesus returns as the “Son of Man” (24:27, 30, 

37, 39, 44; 25:31).  Jesus’ discourse is not, however, a public declaration of war and revolt 

against the current order: it is spoken privately to his disciples (24:3), and remains a concealed 

expression of dissent, envisioning the destruction of Roman power (and their elite allies who 

control the Temple) only at some future date – when the Son of Man returns.
770
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 In other Biblical texts, the eschatological Son of Man is envisioned as coming in the 

clouds from heaven (Dan 7:13-14); judging and destroying foreign nations who oppress God’s 

people (Dan 7:10-11, 26-27; 4 Ezra 11:38-46; 12:32-33); and gathering the remnant of God’s 

scattered people (4 Ezra 12:34).  In Matthew 24:27-31, the Gospel writer uses similar imagery to 

portray Jesus as the eschatological Son of Man: 

 He will return suddenly, like a flash of lightning (24:27). 

 His return will be accompanied by heavenly portents (24:29). 

 His sign will appear in heaven, causing all nations to mourn (24:30).
771

 

 He will appear in clouds of heaven with power and glory (24:30). 

 Announced by a trumpet call, he will send out angels to gather the elect (24:31).
772

 

 

At the same time, the motifs Matthew uses here – lightning, heavenly signs and omens, 

command of angelic armies by war-standard and trumpet – mimic language and imagery used by 

the Romans to describe their authority and military power. 

 So, for example, when the Son of Man appears like a flash of lightning (24:27), it is both 

a symbol of Biblical theophany and associated with Roman power.  Throughout the Hebrew 

scripture, lightning is associated with the divine – it is a tool at God’s disposal and a metaphor 

for God’s actions.  In Exod. 19:16, God appears on Mount Horeb with “thunder and lightning… 

and a blast of a trumpet so loud that all the people… trembled.”
773

  In 2 Sam. 22:14-15, King 

Saul is thankful for the defeat of his enemies, because God “sent out arrows, and scattered them 

– lightning, and routed them.”  Likewise, God appears as a commanding general in Zechariah 
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9:14, “marching forth” to a sounding trumpet (LXX: sa,lpigx) and appearing over the enemy 

“like lightning” (LXX: avstraph,).774
  

 Alongside eagles, Roman imperial imagery also featured lightning prominently.  In the 

Roman army, many Roman legionary shields carried a lightning image in various configurations, 

often with wings; these are associated with Jupiter’s power.
775

  The Twelfth Legion, based in 

Syria and involved in the early stages of the Jewish-Roman War in 66 CE as well as the siege 

and destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE (Josephus, JW 2.510-555; 5.10), was nicknamed 

Fulminata, “Lightning-hurler” – another reference to Jupiter’s power.
776

  Carter notes “the 

association of lightning (Latin fulgar) with the [Greek and Roman] gods, notably Zeus/Jupiter, 

and its role in portending the gods’ (dis)favor in military and political successes or failures.”
777

   

 Each legion in the Roman army carried an aquila, a marching standard depicting an eagle 

holding lightning in its claws.  The aquila was a potent religious symbol, representing the power 

of Rome and the spirit of the legion, and cared for by assigned soldiers in a legionary shrine 

when the army was not on the march.  There are multiple depictions of the aquila on coins and 

sculpture, including the tombstone at Mainz of Cn. Musius, aquilifer (eagle-bearer) of the 

Fourteenth Legion, which shows “the eagle with its raised wings garlanded, perched on a 

thunderbolt, on top of an elongated square-sectioned plinth”
778

 (see Figure 7.1).  Josephus (JW 

5.47-48, and quoted at the beginning of this chapter) describes how the march of a Roman army 

on campaign included the eagle (aveto,j), surrounded by the other army standards (ai` shmai/ai) 
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and led by trumpeters (oi` salpiktai.), all of whom preceded the main column of soldiers 

marching six abreast.  Elsewhere, Josephus (JW 3.123) remarks on “the eagle (aveto,j), which in 

the Roman army precedes every legion, because it is the king and bravest of all the birds: it is 

regarded by them as the symbol of empire, and, whoever may be their adversaries, an omen of 

victory.”
779

 

 

      

Figure 7.1: The tombstone of Cn. Musius, aquilifer of Legio XIIII, who died in the first century CE.  Note 

the thunderbolts on the standard below the eagle, and on the unusually forward-facing shield face. 

(Source: CIL XIII, 6901. Photo: Carole Raddato at wikimedia commons) 

 

 Roman soldiers would go to great lengths to defend the aquila – even sacrificing their 

lives to defend the sacred symbol of their legion.  Tacitus (Hist. 3.22) tells of Atilius Verus, a 
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centurion of the first rank (primipilus) from Galba’s Legio VII who sacrificed his life to save his 

aquila.  In two accounts by Livy (Hist. 25.14; 33.23), the aquila served as a catalyst in battle: 

centurions took the eagle into dangerous situations among the enemy and challenged their 

soldiers to fight for it.  Caesar’s famous account of the first Roman military landing in Britain is 

also worth quoting (Gallic War 4.25 [Edwards, LCL]):  

And then, while our troops still hung back, chiefly on account of the depth of the 

sea, the eagle-bearer (aquilifer) of the Tenth Legion, after a prayer to heaven to 

bless the legion by his act, cried: ‘Leap down, soldiers, unless you wish to betray 

your eagle (aquila) to the enemy; it shall be told that I at any rate did my duty to 

my country and my general.’  When he had said this with a loud voice, he cast 

himself forth from the ship, and began to bear the eagle against the enemy.  Then 

our troops exhorted one another not to allow so dire a disgrace, and leapt down 

from the ship with one accord. 

 

When eagles were lost in defeat, Romans would go to great lengths to recover lost aquilae.  The 

statue of Augustus from the villa of Livia ad Gallina at Prima Porta (see Figure 7.2) shows the 

recovery of eagles from the Parthians in 20 BCE.
780

  Roman writers praise the efforts of 
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Figure 7.2: The statue of Augustus from the villa of Empress Livia called ad Gallinas at Prima Porta.  

The return of the aquila to Rome from Parthia in 20 BCE on the cuirass shows the importance of the 

eagle to imperial ideology. (Source: Vatican Museums, Vatican City, Italy. Photos by Susan Silberberg-

Peirce, Canyonlights World Art Slides and Image Bank, ARTSTOR.) 

 

 

Germanicus, whose army recovered three lost eagles following the Roman defeat in the German 

Teutoberg Forest (Varusschlacht) in 9 CE (Tacitus, Ann. 1.60; 2.25; Dio, Hist. 60.8). 

 All of these examples illustrate the widespread use and importance of lightning and eagle 

imagery in the Roman military context.  When Matthew pictures the Son of Man appearing like a 

flash of lightning to overpower these same Roman eagles, he shows Jesus as eschatological 

victor.  Matthew’s scene mimics Roman symbolism and predicts the overthrow of Roman 

military power, condemning those who have previously subjugated, dominated, and controlled 

God’s people.   
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c. Heavenly Portents 

 The eagles and lightning are not alone, however; they are accompanied by other powerful 

symbols of the eschatological Son of Man’s power.  Matthew 24:28-30 describes a number of 

heavenly omens that will indicate that the Son of Man will soon return.  The frightening signs of 

eclipsed sun and moon, falling stars, and shaken planets are, together, well-known eschatological 

signs.  In the Hebrew Scriptures, the day of divine judgment includes all these portents (Isa. 

13:10; 34:4; Ezek. 32:7-8; Joel 2:1-2, 10-11, 30-31), which are directed at foreign empires 

(Babylon and Egypt) and the people of Israel.  To cite one example, Joel 2:1-2, 10 warns that: 

“the day of the Lord is coming, it is near – a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and 

thick darkness! …The sun and the moon are darkened, and the stars withdraw their shining.” 

 As with eagles and lightning, there are also many instances in which Roman imperial 

ideology laid claim to and aligned its dominion with that of solar, lunar, and astral divinities.  

Examples from the Flavian dynasty, during which time Matthew was likely written, will 

illustrate this pervasive phenomenon.  Suetonius (Vesp. 5.7) writes that eagles and a dream sent 

by Jupiter Optimus Maximus (the sun god) indicated Vespasian’s rise to power.  Vespasian’s son 

Titus, conqueror of Jerusalem, is depicted on the back of an eagle in the upper arch of a 

monument (The Arch of Titus) erected after his death in 81 CE: ascending through to the 

heavens to join the gods, it is his apotheosis.  Naomi Norman notes that another major relief on 

the Arch depicts “Titus in his triumphal chariot and accompanied by a crowd… He wears the 

costume of the triumphator and holds in his left hand Jupiter’s scepter crowned with an eagle 

and extends a palm branch in his right…. The chariot, decorated with a frieze of baetyls on its 

rim and an eagle standing on a thunderbolt… is guided by [the goddess] Roma.”
781

  Norman 
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observes that identical portrayals of the emperor on this triumphal frieze and the apotheosis at 

the apex of the Arch “encourage us to read the panels together and to acknowledge that Titus’s 

divinization is grounded in his triumph… [and his] apotheosis is founded on his significant 

military achievements.” 
782

 

 In contrast to these claims of imperial rulers, Matthew’s eschatological vision depicts the 

end of Roman rule.  As Carter writes, “In extinguishing the sun and moon, and causing stars to 

fall from heaven (24:29), Jesus’ coming ends all imperial claims about and identification with 

the cosmic order and… deities that sanction Roman power.”
783

  Standing in opposition to the 

cosmological claims of Roman imperial power, Matthew draws on the traditions and imagery of 

Biblical prophets to envision a day in which Rome is judged and punished for its oppressions and 

God’s people and creation are restored. 

 

d. The Signum of the Son of Man 

 There is much scholarly debate over the meaning of the shmei/on (“sign”) of the Son of 

Man in Matthew 24:30.  Luz notes three positions on the identity of the sign: (1) that of the 

ancient church (Didache 16.6; Epistle of Barnabas 12.4; Odes of Solomon 42:1-2), which looks 

for a cross in the sky; (2) following Biblical traditions of holy war, it refers to a flag or war-

banner; and (3) with reference to Matt 12:39-40, the “sign” is the Son of Man himself.
784

  The 

latter is Luz’s position; I argue here for the second option. 

 In addition to those aspects of Matthew’s construction of an anti-imperial eschatological 

discourse discussed above, I contend that to. shmei/on tou/ ui`ou/ tou/ avnqrw,pou (“the sign of the 

Son of Man”) in 24:30 may be understood as another facet of Jesus’ return as glorious military 
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victor.  No longer forced to flee and hide in Egypt (2:14), worry about forced service by soldiers 

on the road (5:41), or wonder about the motives of Roman personnel (8:10), Jesus’ return “with 

power and great glory” will herald a new and triumphant reality for his followers.  As the 

eschatological Son of Man, Matthew’s Jesus will command angelic armies (discussed below), 

who marshal like Roman troops led by military standards and trumpet calls. 

 The term sn, which Jonathan Draper notes is translated as shmei/on (LXX) or signum 

(Vulgate), is often translated into English as God’s “banner,” “sign” or “ensign,” and is used 

throughout Scripture.
785

  Draper refers to a number of instances in which shmei/on indicates a 

variety of military purposes.
786

  In Isaiah 11:10-12, “the totem is raised to gather Israel for a holy 

war against her enemies, in which the Lord will be the major actor… The ingathering of the 

dispersed tribes of Israel introduces [the idea that] the totem is raised not for a war of punishment 

against Israel, but for the gathering in of the lost tribes.”
787

  In Isaiah 13:2, 4, “the raising of the 

war totem is to signal that the Lord is mustering a host for war against Babylon because of its 

iniquity…. [and] broadens imperceptibly into a general punishment of the wicked on the Day of 

the Lord.”
788

  The sn / shmei/on could also be a signal of judgment against Israel, as in Isaiah 

5:25-26: “Therefore the anger of the LORD was kindled against his people, and he stretched out 

                                                      
785

 Jonathan Draper, “The Development of ‘The Sign of the Son of Man’ in the Jesus Tradition,” NTS 39 (1993), 1-

21. 
786

 Draper, “Sign of the Son of Man,” 3, prefers the term “totem” rather than “banner” or “military standard” 

connoted by the Latin signum.  For Draper, “totem” connotes the physical appearance of the sn, which first appears 

as a bronze serpent on a pole (Num. 21:8-9; 2 Kings 18:4).  I agree with his observation, and add that the sn may 

have a similar appearance to the Egyptian syrt, military standards which could feature a semi-circular fan; squares of 

various colors (red, yellow, white) with hieroglyphs or devices denoting units; or sphinxes, falcons, horses, and 

serpents, each on a long pole.  See Paul Elliot, Warfare in New Kingdom Egypt (London: Fonthill, 2017), 32, 40-41, 

78; Raymond Faulkner, “Egyptian Military Standards,” Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 27 (Dec 1941): 12-18.  

Faulkner, 17, also writes, “Egyptians appear to have had ‘divisional’ standards, corresponding to the main divisions 

of the Egyptian army, which were named after the principle gods of the realm; at the battle of Kadesh under 

Ramesses II the divisions mentioned are those of Amun, Re, Ptah, and Seth… [The] standard of Amun which 

preceded King Ramesses II on the march… consisted of the ram’s head of Amun crowned with the solar disk and 

erected on a tall pole mounted in a chariot driven by a single man; on the front of the pole, below the ram’s head, 

appears a statuette of the king, who is thus placed under the protection of the god.” 
787

 Jonathan Draper, “Sign of the Son of Man,” 6. 
788

 Jonathan Draper, “Sign of the Son of Man,” 7. 



285 

 

his hand against them and struck them; the mountains quaked, and their corpses were like refuse 

in the streets. For all this his anger has not turned away, and his hand is stretched out still.  He 

will raise a signal for a nation far away, and whistle for a people at the ends of the earth; here 

they come, swiftly, speedily!”
789

  Thus, the expectations surrounding the shmei/on are mixed: 

The totem is to be raised on a mountain or some other prominent place to 

announce the beginning of war, either by God or on his behalf.  It is ambiguous, 

to the extent that the war is sometimes envisaged as against Israel and sometimes 

on behalf of Israel against her enemies.  It always involves the ingathering of 

peoples: either the ingathering of nations for war against Israel – for victory or 

calamitous defeat – or the ingathering of the dispersed people of Israel and Judah 

from the four winds or corners of the earth.  The raising of the totem is often 

accompanied by the blowing of the [shofar].
790

 

 

Carter notes that “seven LXX texts employ shmei/on, to designate a military standard and to 

represent either Babylonian aggression (Ps 73:4 [LXX 74:4]) and judgment on Judah (Jer. 6:1), 

or, more commonly… judgment on Israel’s enemies (Isa 18:3), including imperial powers 

Babylon (Isa. 13:1-2; Jer. 28:12, 27 [LXX 51:12, 27]) and Assyria (Isa. 11:11-12).”
791

  

 In addition to these Biblical traditions, Matthew would have also been familiar with the 

military practices of Roman legions and auxiliary forces.  Besides the aquila (discussed above), 

Roman troops marched with a variety of banners.  Each Century of soldiers possessed a signum, 

“typically a decorated spear with a crossbar and attached pendant straps, the shaft bearing a 

mixture of discs and crescents… and a conical butt.”
792

  These symbols indicated legion or 
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auxiliary cohort affiliation and perhaps unit awards; exact meaning is difficult to determine.
793

  

The signum was carried by the signifer, an officer who received double pay and was second in 

command of the Century after the centurion.
794

  Detachments of legionary or auxiliary soldiers 

marched with a vexillum, a square flag mounted on a spear and held by a crossbar; the cloth 

could be marked with the unit name and insignia, or name of the ruling emperor.
795

  The single 

surviving example of a vexillum was found in Egypt, dated to the 3
rd

 century CE; it is made of 

linen painted with an image of personified Victory surmounting a globe.
796

  Finally, legions 

possessed one or more imagines (“images”) of the emperor and imperial family; these busts were 

also mounted for carrying, but typically kept in the base shrine (sacellum).
797

  Throughout the 

army, the standards were used to communicate orders.  Josephus (JW 3.106) notes that visual 

signals (shmei/on) along with verbal orders given to Roman soldiers resulted in “perfect 

discipline” while marching and in battle.  He also describes (JW 3.123) how, while on the march, 

soldiers were led by the aquila surrounded by shmai,a (Latin: signum) which were considered 

“sacred emblems” (i`ero,j).  They were accompanied by trumpeters (oi` salpigktai,), discussed 

below.
798

  All of the standards were integrated into the religious practices of the Roman army – 

revered and held sacred by means of public sacrifices, prayers, and oaths.
799
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 With all of these associations widely attested everywhere the Roman army was present, it 

is not difficult to imagine how Matthew’s “sign of the Son of Man” (24:30) could have been 

heard by his audience as military in nature.  Like the standards that herald and represent the 

power of the Roman army, the shmei/on/signum that accompanies the Son of Man will cause “all 

the tribes of the earth to mourn” as he appears with “power and great glory” (24:30) – and they 

are expected to submit to his power. 

 

e. Angels with Trumpets 

 The final aspect of the eschatological vision in 24:27-31 that supports the argument I am 

making about Matthew’s hidden transcript of revenge on the Roman army is the appearance of 

angels (a;ggeloi) in 24:31.  Like the soldiers sent by Herod and Antipas in Matthew 2:16 and 

14:10, the angels are “sent” (avposte,llw) from heaven by the Son of Man, who commands them 

like an imperially sanctioned ruler.  The angels, pictured elsewhere as “twelve legions” (dw,deka 

legiw/n) standing ready to assist the Son of Man (26:53), go out to defeat Roman power and 

rescue God’s people.  These heavenly soldiers follow orders that are signaled “with a loud 

trumpet call” (meta. sa,lpiggoj mega,lhj), in order to “gather the elect from the four winds, from 

one end of heaven to the other” (24:31).  Their work stands in contrast to the actions of Roman-

affiliated soldiers elsewhere in the Gospel, who kill the children of Bethlehem and John the 

Baptist, force civilians to comply with demands for labor, and seek to uphold the imperial order 

by returning healed slaves to work.  Like the rest of Matthew’s “off-stage” dissent, the angels 

will appear at a future date – when the Son of Man comes from heaven with power and glory 

(24:30). 
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 Throughout Matthew’s gospel, angels are portrayed as envoys and agents of God who 

deliver divine messages, offer assistance, and serve Jesus in a variety of ways.  Angels warn 

Joseph and Mary to flee Herod’s soldiers after Jesus’ birth (1:20, 24; 2:13, 19); assist Jesus in his 

ordeal in the wilderness (4:6, 11); watch over the “little ones” of God’s kingdom (18:10); show 

the women that Jesus’ tomb is empty (28:2); and tell them that he has been raised (28:5).  

Besides the eschatological vision of 24:27-31, Matthew portrays angels as appearing at the end 

of the age as “reapers” (oi` qeristai.) or agents of judgment who will collect “all causes of sin 

and all evildoers” in order to “throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping 

and gnashing of teeth” (13:40-42, 49-50).  Angels accompany the Son of Man at his glorious 

return (16:27; 25:31, 41), when he will “repay” the chief priests and scribes (16:21) and judge all 

nations based on their treatment of those on the margins of imperial society (25:31-46).  The 

actions of the angelic army in 24:31 cohere with Matthew’s other accounts of future angelic 

punishment of the unrighteous.  Within this context there is a good reason why their appearance 

with the Son of Man will cause “all the tribes of the earth to mourn” (24:30) – the angels are sent 

to bring about divine vengeance and destruction. 

 Beyond the larger context of Matthew’s eschatology, the “loud trumpet call” (sa,lpigx 

mega,lh) that signals the angelic forces to advance is another instance of Matthew’s mimicking 

imperial military practice.  In the LXX and New Testament the sa,lpigx may refer to “a wide 

range of musical instruments,” in the trumpet and horn family.
800

  In the LXX, these instruments 

include the shophar (a horn or trumpet with military and worship associations),
801

 qeren (“horn,” 

likely a synonym to shophar),
802

 and hasoserot (silver trumpets used by Levitical priests).
803

  In 
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the New Testament period, the sa,lpigx may refer to several Roman instruments – all of which 

were used by the military – including the cornu, buccina, tuba (“C”-shaped curved metal 

trumpets of varying sizes), and lituus (a long, straight metal trumpet similar in shape to the later 

alpine-horn).  All of these instruments “despite their raucous character, were used in various 

instrumental combinations… [including] solemn funeral processions, civic ceremonies… and 

military triumphs…. The tuba (as the relief on Trajan’s Column indicates) accompanied military 

marching and marked the strategic movements of troops in war…and with the buccina and cornu 

it was intended to create panic among the enemy.”
804

  Josephus (JW 3.124; 5.47-48), as noted 

above, describes how Roman forces on the march were led by their standards accompanied by 

trumpet players (oi` salpigktai,).  Elsewhere in the New Testament, the trumpet call signals 

Jesus’ return as a triumphant conqueror, when the righteous dead are raised, and angelic forces 

unleash destruction on the unrighteous (1 Thess. 4:16; 1 Cor. 15:50-58; Rev. 1:10; 4:1; 8:7–10:7; 

11:15).
805

 

 To summarize, Matthew’s scene in 24:27-31 makes use of both Biblical traditions and 

Roman military practices to provide an eschatological vision that opposes the networks of 

Roman imperial power and envisions their destruction.  The elements of this vision include 

heavenly portents that indicate a day of divine judgment; a militarily triumphant “Son of Man” 

who returns from heaven in clouds with lightning, possessing power and glory, and leading an 
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army of angelic soldiers following military standards and trumpets; defeated imperial eagles 

signifying the defeat of Roman troops; mourning nations; and people recovered from the far ends 

of creation.  As Carter writes, “Jesus’ return, consistently presented with imperial and military 

images, ends Rome’s empire with its military, divine, and cosmic sanctions.  God’s empire is 

established with judgment on the nations and the cosmic deities who sanction them and with 

salvation for the elect in a new heaven and new earth.”
806

 

 

4. Conclusion 

 I have argued here that Matthew’s eschatological vision in 24:27-31 is a hidden transcript 

of dissent, resentment, and vengeance that makes use of Biblical imagery and features of 

contemporary Roman military practice.  Matthew’s Jesus provides for his disciples a scenario in 

which the scattered righteous are gathered together and the unrighteous Roman military is 

punished and destroyed as representative of the end of the Roman Empire.  This vision must be 

kept quiet for the time being, but will be manifest to the world when the Son of Man appears. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Enduring Imperial Power Over Life and Death: 

Jesus in the Hands of the Roman Military 

 (Mt. 26:1 – 28:20) 
 

 

Proceeding thence to Jerusalem, he [Varus, the Roman governor of Syria] had only 

to show himself at the head of his troops to disperse the Jewish camps.  Their 

occupants fled up country; but the Jews in the city received him and disclaimed all 

responsibility for the revolt, asserting that they themselves had never stirred, that 

the festival had compelled them to admit the crowd… Varus now detached part of 

his army to scour the country in search of the authors of the insurrection, many of 

whom were brought in.  Those who appeared to be the less turbulent individuals he 

imprisoned; the most culpable, in number of about two thousand, he crucified. 

Josephus, Jewish War 2.72-75807 

 

 

When caught, they [the starving poor besieged in Jerusalem] were driven to resist… 

They were accordingly scourged and subjected to torture of every description, 

before being killed, and then crucified opposite the walls.  Titus indeed… hope[d] 

that the spectacle might perhaps induce the Jews to surrender, for fear that 

continued resistance would involve them in a similar fate.  The soldiers out of rage 

and hatred amused themselves by nailing their prisoners in different postures; and 

so great was their number, that space could not be found for the crosses nor crosses 

for the bodies. 

Josephus, Jewish War 5.449-451808 
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1. Introduction 

 In previous chapters I have argued that Matthew constructs and negotiates Roman 

military power in a variety of ways throughout the Gospel narrative.  I have shown how 

Matthew’s narrative portrays the various strategies that Herod and Antipas employ, including 

state-sanctioned military violence and cooperation with elite retainers and allies.  Matthew’s 

view from below exposes the ways in which elite actors work to maintain control over people 

and territory in the Roman Empire.  I have elaborated the Gospel’s characterization of the 

inconvenience and risks posed to people and their livelihoods through the use and abuse of 

angaria by Roman soldiers; the ambivalent interactions between soldiers and civilian provincials 

like the centurion and Jesus due to the imbalance of power; and the fantasy of vengeful 

destruction of Roman forces envisioned when the eschatological Son of Man returns.  I have 

shown how Matthew’s strategies in these scenes have suggested various ways for his audience to 

cope with the ever-present specter of military control, including avoidance, non-violent 

resistance, acquiescence, and patient watchfulness that dreams of divine destruction of Roman 

military power.   

 In this chapter I turn attention to the final scenes, found in chapters 26 – 28, in which 

Matthew portrays Jesus interacting with Roman military power.  This interaction – while not 

evident in every scene – is an important feature throughout the narrative, which I outline as 

follows: 

Matthew 26 – 28 

I. 26:1-16  The Plot against Jesus is Set in Motion 

 a) 26:1-5 Conspiracy of the Chief Priests and Elders 

 b) 26:6-13 Anointing and Anger Among the Disciples 

 c) 26:14-16 Betrayal and Bribe of Judas 
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II. 26:17-30  The Passover Meal 

 a) 26:17-19 Meal Preparations 

 b) 26:20-25 Jesus Confronts Judas’ Betrayal 

 c) 26:26-30 Jesus Indicates his Coming Self-sacrifice 

 

III. 26:31-56  Armed Retainers Arrest Jesus 

 a) 26:31-35 Jesus Predicts Desertion… and Resurrection 

 b) 26:36-46 Jesus Prays for Deliverance and Accepts his Fate 

 c) 26:47-56 Soldiers of the Chief Priests and Elders Arrest Jesus 

 

IV. 26:57 – 27:10 Jerusalem Leaders Take Control of Jesus 

 a) 26:57-68 Caiaphas the High Priest Puts Jesus on Trial 

 b) 26:69-75 Peter Denies Knowing Jesus 

 c) 27:1-10 Judgment of Chief Priests and Elders: 

  i) 27:1-2  Transfer Jesus to Roman Governor Pilate 

  ii) 27:3-10 Refuse Judas; Dispose of Returned Bribe Money 

 

V. 27:11-31  Roman Authority Condemns Jesus to Death 

a) 27:11-19 Pilate Investigates Jesus 

b) 27:20-26 Calling for Crucifixion of Jesus 

c) 27:27-31 Roman Soldiers Abuse Jesus 

 

VI. 27:32-61  Roman Military Forces Execute Jesus 

 a) 27:32-38 Soldiers Crucify Jesus 

 b) 27:39-44 Enemies of Jesus Verbally Shame Him 

 c) 27:45-54 Death of Jesus and Eschatological Signs 

 d) 27:55-61 Burial of Jesus  

 

VII. 27:62 – 28:20 God’s Answer to Imperial Power 

 a) 27:62-66 Seeking to Discredit the Empire of Heaven 

 b) 28:1-10 Resurrection and Victory of Jesus 

 c) 28:11-15 Bribed Soldiers Lie About Jesus 

 d) 28:16-20 Jesus’ Authority in Heaven and Earth  

 

 The portrayal of events at the conclusion of the Gospel is perhaps the most intense and 

personally impactful scenes for Matthew’s Jesus.  For it is here that agents of the Roman Empire 

(elite Jerusalem leaders, allied with the Roman governor and soldiers) conspire to silence him 

and extinguish his movement; the narrative exposes their strategies of social control, which 
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include covert tactics of seizure and rendition; followed by predetermined judicial proceedings; 

incidental abuse and humiliation; and crucifixion.  Jesus, for his part, is portrayed as aware of the 

conspiracy against him, yet committed to the “fulfillment” of prophetic scriptural texts (c.f. 

26:54-56), non-violent resistance (at his arrest in Gethsemane; refusal to answer Pilate) while 

anticipating his own return as the eschatological Son of Man.809  For this reason, Matthew’s 

narrative concludes with the failure of the conspiracy – as all the military powers summoned by 

the elite leaders of the Roman state cannot defeat the divine power at work in Jesus, through 

which he is resurrected, and granted “all authority in heaven and on earth… until the end of the 

age” (28:18, 20).  This vision of God’s yet-to-be-established future Empire is good news for 

Jesus’ disciples, who – although they have frequently misunderstood (16:21-23; 20:17-28) and 

failed Jesus (26:56, 69-75), or been overlooked and dismissed (5:1-12; 26:6-13; 27:55-56; 28:1-

10) by imperial society – are now part of a kingdom/empire whose victory is not yet complete, 

but is growing closer as his return (as the eschatological Son of Man) approaches. 

 Countless scholars have written about the scenes of Jesus’ passion, death, and 

resurrection in Matthew 26 – 28.  They are, along with similar accounts in Mark, Luke, and John, 

of central importance to New Testament interpretation.  Mindful of the hazard of repeating what 

has already been written and cogently argued by others, my purpose in this chapter is to continue 

to focus on the central inquiry of this entire work: asking how Matthew constructs and negotiates 

Roman military power.  For this reason, I will not address each scene in Matthew 26 – 28, but 

instead focus on three aspects of the narrative: first, how the Jerusalem leaders and Pilate, acting 

                                                      
809

 Matthew’s “fulfillment” passages (signaled by the verb plhro,w, often in the aorist subjunctive as in 26:54) are 

found throughout the gospel (1:22; 2:15, 17, 23; 3:15; 4:14; 5:17; 8:17; 12:17; 13:14, 35; 21:4; 26:54, 56; 27:9).  

Matthew uses this construction to connect his narrative to previous texts from the Hebrew Bible and demonstrate to 

his audience that Jesus’ identity and work are a continuation of Israel’s story.  I do not intend to suggest here or 

elsewhere that these Biblical texts refer only to Jesus, but instead that Matthew uses such texts to sustain and 

exemplify his claims about Jesus identity as God’s agent. 
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with the authority of the Roman state, conspire to condemn and execute Jesus; second, the role of 

soldiers in Jesus’ death; and third, how Matthew’s Jesus and his disciples respond to the imperial 

military power arrayed against them.  

 In the following sections, I argue that Matthew portrays the interaction between Jesus and 

networks of Roman military power that align and act against him in three ways.  The first aspect 

of this portrayal is the cooperation of elite Jerusalem leaders with Pontius Pilate the Roman 

governor, who together use their position and authority (granted by the Emperor) to bribe Judas 

(26:1-5, 14-16); send armed retainers to arrest Jesus (26:47-56); put him on ‘trial’ with a 

predetermined outcome (26:57-69); transfer him to Roman custody (27:1-2); investigate Jesus’ 

supposed claims to kingship and sentence him to death (27:11-26); wrap up loose ends (27:62-

66); and cover their tracks (28:12-15).   

 The second aspect of this portrayal occurs alongside of the first: the work of soldiers who 

operate under the authority of the Roman Empire and follow the commands of its appointed 

leaders.   This work includes holding Jesus for trial (27:2); preparing him (including abuse and 

humiliation) for execution (27:27-31, 32-38); crucifying him (27:45-54); and watching over his 

tomb (27:65-66; 28:4), including receiving a bribe to lie about their dereliction of duty (28:12-

15).   

 The third aspect of Matthew’s portrayal is of Jesus who is aware of the threats against his 

life yet maintains his purpose of non-violently confronting Roman imperial power until such 

time as he returns in eschatological victory.  This is seen in Jesus’ confrontation of Judas’ 

betrayal (26:20-25); discussion and acceptance of his impending death (26:26-30, 31-35, 36-46); 

refusal to cooperate with the imposition of imperial judicial power (26:63-64; 27:11-12); 

resurrection appearance (28:1-10); and acceptance of divine authority to rule over earth and 
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heaven (28:16-20).  Before making this argument I locate this contribution in relation to other 

approaches and emphases that have been used to interpret Matthew 26 – 28. 

 

2. Approaches to Jesus’ Arrest, Death Sentence & Execution 

 As noted above, the climax of the Gospel narrative found in Matthew 26 – 28 has drawn 

the attention of countless scholars across many generations.  This attention has in recent times 

emphasized Matthew’s theological/christological claims and use of sources to complete his 

account of “Jesus the Anointed One, the son of David, the son of Abraham” (1:1), as well as 

arguments about the ethnic nature of the Matthean community in relation to nascent Judaism.  

Previous chapters have noted various methodologies used by other scholars; I discuss several of 

these approaches and their relevance to my argument in this section. 

 As with aspects of Matthew’s Gospel discussed in previous chapters, scholars who take a 

source critical approach assume that the situation of the historical Jesus and the Matthean 

community can be sought in the close reading and comparison of gospel texts.  In the case of 

Matthew 26 – 28, however, this endeavor is curtailed by Matthew’s heavy dependence on Mark.  

As Luz makes clear, “the source question is hardly controversial.  The Markan passion and 

Easter narrative is the only written source for Matthew 26 – 28 as a whole.”810  Luz notes a few 

episodes (27:3-10; 27:62-66) and minor details (27:19; 27:51b-53) that are unique to Matthew,811 

and would doubtless agree with Davies and Allison, who write that “Matthew’s redactional 

interests suffice to explain most of the changes.”812  Thus addressing the questions of source, 

these same scholars move quickly to theological questions, seeking to describe Matthew’s Jesus 
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in religious and christological categories that are – in their reading – central to the purpose of the 

narrative. 

 Davies and Allison, after first discussing Jesus’ “public claim… to his own messianic 

kingship,”813 thereby framing the discussion in terms of Jesus’ personal religious identity, speak 

of Matthew’s Jesus as “completely aware of what lies ahead and determined to face it” and 

“more in charge” of the events to follow than his opponents.814  These enemies of Jesus are 

“collectively… the Jewish leadership in Jerusalem,” who “plot and scheme” to kill Jesus because 

they are sinful and wicked.815  The emphasis on the religious condition of Jesus’ opponents 

means realities of imperial power, notably their alliance with – yet dependence on – Roman 

power, do not impact the analysis.  Davies and Allison note that “the element of deceit” among 

the chief priests and scribes at Matt 26:4 “takes one back to Herod’s secret plotting (c.f. 2:7),” 

but they do not make any connection with the alliance of the Jerusalem leaders and the Roman 

governor.  This governor is not a political-imperial power in their analysis, but simply a Gentile 

whose role fulfills prophecy about the Messiah’s suffering.816  Rather than wielding imperial 

authority (imperium) of life and death over subjects who must be constantly aware of ever-

present Roman power, Davies and Allison believe that Pilate “gives cowardly heed to the hostile 

Jewish leaders and the crowd they have agitated.”  The governor’s role is secondary to that of 

“the guilt of the chief priests and elders, who manipulate Pilate and stir up the crowd against the 

Messiah.”817  Given these pervasive religious-theological emphases, Matthew 26 – 28 does not 

reflect for Davies and Allison any negotiation with imperial structures or with the threat of 

Roman military power.  The purpose is rather to confirm the religious identity of Jesus, who 
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fulfills prophecy by suffering crucifixion according to the divine will, and to reveal the guilt of 

Jewish leaders opposed to his religious message, who do not believe his 

theological/christological claims. 

  Davies and Allison’s focus on theological claims is appropriate to address one facet of 

Matthew’s narrative, but it falls short when describing Matthew’s construction of and negotiation 

with Roman military power.  An illustration of this shortcoming is their equivocation on the 

character of Matthew’s Pilate.  Although they recognize that he is “the official representative of 

Caesar” who commands Roman military forces to suppress dissent throughout his appointed 

region, they still argue that he “does not take charge” of Jesus’ trial and is guilty of ineffective 

leadership – and thus holds secondary responsibility for Jesus’ death.818  This reading runs 

counter to my reading of Pilate, discussed below, that foregrounds his role as governor in the 

imperial system.  

 In a similar fashion, Davies and Allison do not understand the soldiers who execute Jesus 

to be part of a larger system that implements imperial control through violence: when abusing 

and crucifying Jesus, the soldiers are simply a means by which Matthew’s Jesus fulfills 

prophecy.819  Additionally, the soldiers’ response to Jesus’ death and eschatological signs that 

accompany it (Matt 27:54) is not connected to divine judgment on the Roman Empire discussed 

in the previous chapter.  The soldiers are merely symbolic of Gentile inclusion in the Matthean 

community: “the Romans utter the full Christian confession (c.f. 3:17; 14:33; 16:16; 17:5…)” 

and are “now, after the death of Jesus, welcomed into the people of God.”820 

                                                      
818

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:552, 554-55. 
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820
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focus of theological themes and biblical motifs, and a lack of attention to Matthew’s negotiation of military power. 
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 In a similar way to Davies and Allison, Luz frames Matthew 26 – 28 as a complete and 

tightly woven narrative with christological purpose: “Jesus enters his suffering as the one who 

fulfills God’s plan in complete mastery of the situation… sovereign Lord over the events that 

will take place, not victim of his opponents’ power.”821  While primarily approaching the text 

with questions about the historical Jesus and Matthean theology, Luz is more aware of the 

structures of Roman power with which the Gospel negotiates than are Davies and Allison.  Of 

Jesus’ trial before the Jewish leaders (26:57 – 27:10), Luz writes:  

the question then is whether such an event was a more or less private action of a 

few aristocrats or whether we must assume that this preliminary hearing had an 

official character.  General reflections on police powers and on maintaining peace 

and order speak for the latter.  In the Roman Empire… many tasks that we would 

regard as police matters were in the hands of local authorities, especially in the 

cities…. Only in an emergency did Roman troops intervene.  In Judea the Jewish 

authorities were not only interested as representatives of Judaism in maintaining 

peace and order; they were presumably obligated to do so.822 

 

 Luz is also aware that Pilate is the praefectus Iudaeae (“governor of Judea”) from 26 – 37 

CE and includes a short summary of his life and portrayals in the NT Gospels, Philo, and 

Josephus.  Luz bases his reading of Matthew’s Pilate on historical sources, concluding that: “He 

was certainly not the fanatical enemy of the Jews who allegedly conducted his evil 

administration in Palestine as the henchman of the temporarily powerful praetorian prefect, 

Sejanus.  He was an energetic but somewhat ruthless governor who was not sensitive to the 
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822
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particular religious and cultural situation of his province.”823  For this reason, unlike Davies and 

Allison, Luz maintains that Pilate “takes the initiative” in Matthew 27:11-26 and is fully in 

control of Jesus’ trial, guiding the selection of Barabbas, and “subtly manipulates the choice” for 

the crowd by highlighting his belief in Jesus’ innocence – although he “miscalculates” their 

antipathy towards Jesus.824  Luz does not excuse Pilate’s behavior, pointing out how Matthew’s 

“narrative is so constructed that the readers do not immediately notice the Pilate is not actually 

compelled to act as he does.”825  Yet despite this awareness of Pilate’s imperial authority, Luz’s 

conclusion about Matthew’s trial scene is not about how Jesus is caught up in the mechanisms of 

imperial power but about the christological identity of Jesus as Israel’s Messiah, whose rejection 

by the majority of Jews “Matthew tried to make understandable… [in relation to what] his 

churches have experienced in their present.”826 

 As in his analysis of Pilate, Luz is also aware of the characterization of the soldiers who 

participate in Jesus’ death.  On Matthew 27:30 he observes that “the soldiers spit on Jesus as the 

Jewish leaders in 26:67 also have done.  The repetition shows that one is no better than the other.  

Both of them, Jews and Gentiles, participate actively and maliciously in mistreating and killing 

Jesus.”827  When the soldiers on the road to Golgotha “press Simon into service,” Luz connects 

Simon’s forced labor to avggareu,w in Matthew 5:41.828  Yet like Davies and Allison, Luz 

emphasizes the religious significance of the soldiers.  He argues that the soldiers crucifying Jesus 

(27:54) respond with “a full-blown confession” of faith to the eschatological events that 

accompany his end: (1) they use “Son of God” language, “the most important christological title 
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in the Gospel of Matthew”; (2) their confession reverses the mocking by Jewish onlookers at 

27:39-43; and (3) their response is connected to the voice of God at Jesus’ baptism (3:17).829  Luz 

is among the majority of scholars who read the response of the crucifying soldiers in this way.  I 

do not disagree with Luz’s assessment of these connections.  I do, however, provide my own 

perspective below, which highlights the role of each group of soldiers in attempting to use state-

sanctioned violence to maintain Roman imperial domination and control and Matthew’s 

portrayal of their failure to do so when confronted with the divine power of eschatological 

portents and Jesus’ resurrection. 

 Among those scholars who are less interested in theological/christological readings, but 

instead foreground questions of ethnicity in relation to the identity of and social pressure on 

Matthew’s community, opinions vary on the role of Roman military personnel, governors, and 

allied aristocracy in Matthew 26 – 28.830  Sim, for instance, argues that Matthew has a negative 

view of Gentiles throughout the Gospel; two examples of this are Pilate and his soldiers in the 

passion narrative.  Sim contends that Pilate, “despite his attempts to wash his hands of Jesus’ 

death… along with the Jewish leaders, still bears a large responsibility for this crime,” and that 

the soldiers are “brutal executioners” and “cruel” in their treatment of Jesus before and during 

the crucifixion.831  Rather than addressing the identity of these characters as imperial agents, Sim 

concludes that their importance lies in their non-Jewish status: “that Matthew wished to 

                                                      
829

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 569; the third point is supported by the “inclusion between 3:13 – 4:11 and 27:39-54 that is 

intrinsic to the Gospel of Matthew.” 
830

 Sim and Saldarini, discussed here, advocate the intra-muros position regarding the relation of Matthew’s 

community to wider Judaism.  A primary advocate for the extra-muros position, Graham Stanton, Gospel for a New 

People, does not directly address Matthew 26 – 28 or discuss the role of Pilate and his soldiers in any substantive 

way.  His comments, 96-97, about Matthew’s discourse elsewhere may be applicable to the conspiracy of the 

Jerusalem leaders against Jesus: “the polemic directed at the leadership of the dominant group is one way the 

minority community distances itself.”  Stanton’s other scattered references to verses in Matt 26 – 28 are made in 

relation to his argument about Matthew’s sociological situation, which he frames wholly in relation to Judaism – 

ignoring the Roman context. 
831

 Sim, Matthew and Christian Judaism, 225. 
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emphasize the ethnic status of these figures is clear from 20:19 (// Mark 10:34) where Jesus 

prophesies his torture and execution at the hands of the Gentiles.”832  While Sim pays attention to 

the role of the soldiers in the narrative, he disagrees with those who hear their response at Matt 

27:54 as a positive confession of faith: “Only in his [Matthew’s] narrative are the ones who 

torture and crucify Jesus explicitly identified with the soldiers who acknowledge Jesus as the Son 

of God at the foot of the cross…. [for this reason] it is not so certain that their later statement is 

intended to be taken, as virtually all scholars assume, as a confession of (Gentile) Christian 

faith.”833 

 Like Sim, Saldarini is interested in the relationship between Matthew’s community and 

rabbinic Judaism in late first century, arguing that this explains “Matthew’s constant polemic 

throughout the narrative against the Jewish community leaders in both Jerusalem and Galilee.”834    

This antipathy is seen in Matthew 26 – 28 by Matthew’s portrayal of the actions of the chief 

priests, scribes, and elders, who “oversee Jesus’ arrest and execution (26:14-15, 47-68; 27:1-10), 

turn people against him (27:20-25), mock him themselves (27:41-43), secure a guard for the 

tomb (27:62-66), and begin the rumor that the resurrection was a hoax (28:11-15).”835  Although 

Saldarini does not address in detail the conspiracy of the chief priests and elders to arrest and kill 

Jesus in Matthew 26 – 28, he understands them as “hostile Jerusalem authorities” who are 

responsible for “the execution of Jesus.”836  This view of the chief priests and elders in Jerusalem 

coheres with Saldarini’s conclusion that Matthew is “in a struggle for… hearts and minds” 

against “rival leaders and their competing programs for understanding living Judaism.”837 
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 Sim, Matthew and Christian Judaism, 225. 
833

 Sim, Matthew and Christian Judaism, 225. 
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 Saldarini, Christian-Jewish Community, 64-65. 
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 Saldarini, Christian-Jewish Community, 65. 
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 Saldarini, Christian-Jewish Community, 67. 
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 Saldarini, Christian-Jewish Community, 67.  Elsewhere, Saldarini, Pharisees, Scribes, and Sadducees, 35-49, 

correctly identifies the contours of Jewish society in the late Second Temple period with reference to Lenski’s 
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 In regard to Pilate and his soldiers, Saldarini argues that “the gentile authorities who 

appear in Matthew are treated neutrally or negatively because they are not involved with Jesus 

on the substantial level of faith… [They] are simply there as the background to first-century 

Jewish society in the Roman Empire.”838  Focused solely on the identity of Matthew’s 

community in relationship to first century Judaism, Saldarini here ignores arguments I have 

made earlier (Chapter 2) advocating for the importance of recognizing Matthew’s imperial 

context.  It is for this reason that Saldarini misunderstands Matthew’s imperial negotiation in 

Matthew 26 – 28, writing that the soldiers “are taken for granted as the agents of the empire, 

impersonal and uninformed in their dealings with Jesus” and that “although they do not seek to 

harm him, they are not well disposed to him,”839 and that Pilate, likewise, “neither wishes Jesus 

well or ill, but acts in the interests of the state, finally condemning Jesus to keep civil order.”840  

Given Matthew’s context, it is difficult to see how Pilate and his soldiers, as the embodiment of 

Roman military power in these texts, can be understood as neutral and dispassionate actors.  In 

the sections below I argue that they are, in fact, deeply invested in the outcome of Jesus’ arrest, 

trials, and execution.  Their motivations, while perhaps not identical to those of the Jerusalem 

leaders, are in alignment: to keep control of the provincial population so as to maintain and 

extend Roman imperial rule. 

 In contrast to the approaches described above, scholars who take an imperial critical 

approach to Matthew 26 – 28 are aware of and address both the alliance of elite Jerusalem 

leaders and representatives of the Roman empire like Pilate and his soldiers, and power brought 

                                                                                                                                                                           
categories of governing, retainer, and peasant classes in the Hellenistic, Hasmonean, and Roman agrarian empires.  

He does not, however, apply this model evenly to the Gospels in either work referenced here, ignoring the Roman 

context in order to isolate discussion on the relationship between Jewish groups such as Matthew’s community and 

nascent Judaism. 
838

 Saldarini, Christian-Jewish Community, 77. 
839

 Saldarini, Christian-Jewish Community, 78. 
840

 Saldarini, Christian-Jewish Community, 78. 
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to bear against Jesus by imperial networks of control with which Matthew’s Jesus contends.  

This is stated clearly by Carter, who contends that: “Jesus’ crucifixion in Jerusalem primarily 

results from proclaiming and embodying God’s reign or empire.”841  The imperial critical 

approach leads to different conclusions about Jesus’ adversaries, their reasons for opposing him, 

their respective roles in his death, and the message of divine intervention delivered by his 

resurrection. 

 Carter, for instance, argues that “the chief priests and elders are members of the 

governing class, allies with Herod (2:4) and Pilate (27:62-66), beneficiaries and protectors of the 

status quo and its unjust hierarchical practices.”842  Pilate is a governor whose role in Matthew’s 

narrative “offers a terse and scathing indictment of Roman justice ‘from below’… [insofar as] 

the law [often] served the interests of the elite.”843  Pilate, “amazed” (qauma,zw) by Jesus’ refusal 

to respond to the charges levelled against him, stands with the crowds who are “impressed… 

without discerning enough to become disciples.  The verb suggests that Pilate does not 

understand Jesus.”844  Despite this, Carter argues elsewhere, Pilate’s intentions (especially his 

handwashing at 27:24) are not benign, but:  

acknowledge what he and his allies have accomplished in this scene.  They have 

successfully identified a threat to their power, decided on Jesus’ execution, and 

manipulated the crowd not only into not supporting Jesus but also into actively 

(almost riotously) advocating that he be executed… With his questions and the 

Jerusalem elite’s work among the crowd Pilate has astutely turned the crowd into 

advocates of the elite’s will!845 
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 Carter, Matthew and Margins, 498. 
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 Carter, Matthew and Margins, 500. 
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 Carter, Matthew and Margins, 524. 
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 Carter, Matthew and Margins, 525. 
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 Warren Carter, Pontius Pilate: Portraits of the Roman Governor (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2003), 96-
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In the scenes of Jesus’ abuse and crucifixion, Carter names the soldiers as “the empire’s 

enforcers” who engage in the “horrific means of execution, which was reserved largely for 

noncitizens and those with little status, like slaves and political or military threats.”846  At Jesus’ 

death, the centurion and soldiers who are at Golgotha respond to the terrifying eschatological 

events (27:51-53) with a declaration of faith (27:54): they “discern in these events something that 

their commander Pilate could not” and this cry “proclaims Rome’s certain defeat…. Now the 

title [‘Son of God’] is transferred by the emperor’s agents in an act of submission to the one who, 

in the gospel’s perspective is its rightful claimant.”847  Carter’s approach reveals awareness of 

both the ways in which Matthew presents imperial structures and networks functioning to 

preserve and maintain their own power, as well as the alternative (and preferable) Empire of God 

that Jesus represents.  Yet he does not bring to the fore, as I do here, negotiation of Roman 

military power. 

  As has been seen in previous chapters, scholars that favor religious-theological and 

ethnicity readings approach questions of imperial context in a variety of ways – ranging from 

overlooking them completely, relegating them to background, limited awareness, and 

occasionally directly addressing them.  In the following section I continue to address the ways in 

which Matthew negotiates his Roman imperial context, specifically the Gospel’s construction of 

the structures of military power that are brought to bear on Jesus during his arrest, trials, torture, 

and execution – as well as the divine response to this power at his resurrection. 

 

 

 

                                                      
846

 Carter, Matthew and Margins, 529. 
847

 Carter, Matthew and Margins, 537. 
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3. Jesus in the Hands of Roman Military Personnel 

 There are three particular scenes in which Roman military personnel are to the fore in 

chapters 26–28, and several other occasions in which their presence appears to be assumed or 

implied by the narrative.  This discussion will make explicit this military presence as well as 

strategies of negotiation where these are present. 

 The first scene is in Gethsemane, when armed retainers from the Rome-allied chief 

priests and elders lay hands on Jesus and arrest him (26:47-56).  At the “trial” that follows, the 

presence of these same military figures is implied at several points (26:57 – 27:2).  The second 

scene follows Jesus’ death sentence, when soldiers of the Roman governor Pilate take Jesus 

away to abuse and crucify him, and are then amazed by the eschatological signs that accompany 

his death (27:27-54).  The third scene takes place after Jesus’ death, when soldiers are sent to 

guard his tomb but are overcome by an angel, and then bribed to lie about their failure (27:62 – 

28:20). 

 As stated above, I do not intend in this section to address every facet of Matthew 26–28.  

This does not mean that I view these aspects of the narrative as unimportant, or the issues 

surrounding their interpretation as of lesser value than what I argue here.  Instead, I seek to 

highlight and bring to the forefront the ways in which Matthew constructs and negotiates with 

the ever-present reality of Roman military power, a focus that has been neglected elsewhere in 

previous scholarship. 

 

a. Armed Retainers Arrest Jesus (26:47-56) 

 The first scene in which Roman-aligned military forces appear in Matthew 26 – 28 is at 

the arrest of Jesus, where Judas comes to Gethsemane along with “a large crowd with swords 
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and clubs (o;cloj polu.j meta. macairw/n kai. xu,lwn) from the chief priests and the elders of the 

people” (26:47).  Their purpose, according to the Matthean Jesus is to “‘strike down / kill 

(pata,ssw) the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered’” (26:31).848  Unlike John 

18:3, where Judas brings “a detachment of soldiers together with police (th.n spei/ran kai.… 

u`phre,taj) ...with lanterns and torches and weapons,” Matthew does not state directly that the 

crowd that arrests Jesus is composed of soldiers /guards.  I argue here, however, that soldiers are 

present in the “large crowd with swords and clubs” (26:47) and that they may be identified with 

the u`phre,tai (soldiers /guards) named at 26:58, who also may be the e`stw/tej (“bystanders”) 

gathered in the high priest’s courtyard (26:73) and those who conduct Jesus into Pilate’s custody 

(27:2).  I uphold this contention with seven arguments. 

 The first argument is the occasion of Jesus’ arrest in Gethsemane.  Prior to sending the 

soldiers and armed crowd with Judas (27:47), the chief priests and elders have decided to seek 

Jesus’ death (26:3-5).  They decide his continued presence in and around the Temple – beginning 

with his act of prophetic protest (21:12-13; c.f. 12:14) and continuing with his pointed critiques 

of their leadership (21:28–22:14; 23:1-39) – has increased the possibility of social unrest 

throughout the city.  They are aware, however, of Jesus’ popularity (21:8-16, 23-27, 46) and 

concerned that laying hands on him during the thronging Passover festival will cause a qo,ruboj – 

a “clamor, unrest, turmoil, uproar” –  in which festival goers will flock to defend him (26:5).849  

This danger is not unique to Matthew’s portrayal, as Josephus (JW 5.244 [Thackeray, LCL]) 

confirms that Roman soldiers from the Fortress Antonia (attached to the Temple complex) were 

on duty during festivals for security purposes, and “took up positions in arms around the 

porticoes to watch the people and repress any insurrectionary movement (mh, ti newterisqei,h 
                                                      
848

 pata,ssw, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 786.  Jesus is quoting Zech 13.7 and intent on allowing the prophetic words to be 

fulfilled, while also pointing to his ultimate victory.  Pata,ssw, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 786. 
849

 qo,ruboj, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 458. 
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parefu,latton).”  Due to the serious nature of the threat, the chief priests and elders must isolate 

and neutralize Jesus.   

 This response is, in fact, expected by Jesus, who warns his disciples that he will be left 

alone once they are scattered (Matt 26:31).850  Matthew’s depiction of Jesus relying on scriptural 

models to guide his choices can be found throughout the narrative (c.f. 2:5; 4:4, 6-7, 10; 11:10; 

21:13; 26:24, 31), and is one of the narrative’s defining features in comparison to other 

Gospels.851  Here in 26:31 the Matthean Jesus draws from Zechariah 13:7-9, weaving a version 

of the prophetic words into the narrative and applying them to the events of Jesus’ life.852  In this 

case, as Luz notes, the quotation from Zech 13:7 implies that the shepherd (Jesus) will receive a 

fatal blow.853  In this scene, Matthew’s Jesus accepts his fate as the fulfillment of prophetic 

writings at several points (26:31, 54, 56): it is the motivation for his willingness to suffer before 

his ultimate victory.  I demonstrate below that the method by which the chief priests arrest Jesus 

and deliver him to the Roman governor is not an ad hoc crowd of thugs and back-alley enforcers 

– but by soldiers sent on a nighttime mission for just this purpose. 

 The second argument concerns a more precise definition of the “swords and clubs” that 

military figures in the crowd carry when they lay hands on Jesus and arrest him (Matt 26:47).  

The use of the sword (ma,caira) by soldiers as an emblematic weapon needs little discussion.854  

                                                      
850

 The NRSV gives the impression that Jesus uses a military term, “deserters” to describe the disciples’ flight.  This 

verb, skandali,zw, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 926, more typically has the sense of “cause to fall away, to repel, to give offence.” 

As a noun, skandalon, it refers to traps of various kinds, including verbal/rhetorical and those used for animals in 

hunting.  See LXX Josh. 23:13; 1 Kings 18:21. 
851

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 387-88; Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:484-85. 
852

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:119, referring to C.H. Dodd, According to the Scriptures (London, UK: Nisbet & 

Co., 1962), 64, 67: “Zechariah 9-14, which ‘has the character of an apocalypse,’ was ‘one of the scriptures which 

from a very early time were adduced in illustration of the Gospel facts.’ Matthew presumably viewed the whole 

section as largely messianic and thus about Jesus and so was free to mine it for prophetic ore.” 
853

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 388. 
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 ma,caira, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 622, is used consistently by Matthew at 10:34; 26:47, 51, 52, 55.  Another term, 

r`omfai,a, is used less frequently: by Luke at 2:35 and interchangeably with ma,caira throughout Revelation (1:16; 

2:12, 16; 6:4, 8; 13:10, 14; 19:15, 21). 
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The use of the club or cudgel (xu,lon) as a military weapon, however, requires attention.  Ancient 

writers identify the xu,lon (the common word for “wood,” including it being shaped for a 

purpose; Latin: clava; fustis) as a weapon used by soldiers and others.855  The club by its nature 

was irregularly shaped, resembling the tree branch or trunk from which it was cut, perhaps with 

knobs from branches.   

 Josephus (JW 2.175-77) describes an occasion in which Pilate, expecting trouble from the 

residents of Jerusalem, “interspersed among the crowd a troop of his soldiers, armed but 

disguised in civilian dress, with orders not to use their swords (xi,foj), but to beat any rioters with 

cudgels (xu,lon).”856  In a similar fashion (JW 2.326), 

Roman soldiers under Florus sought to disperse a crowd 

in Jerusalem with clubs and charging horses: “The 

cohorts making no response, the rebels started clamoring 

against Florus.  This was the given signal for falling 

upon the Jews.  In an instant the soldiers (oi` stratiw/tai) 

were round them, striking out with their clubs (xu,lon), 

and on their taking flight the cavalry pursued and 

trampled them under their horses’ feet.”
857

   

 Clubs were also used by paegniarii, fighters 

armed with clubs and whips who were called upon to 

entertain the crowd without serious bloodshed between 

gladiatorial contests and were seen commonly at such 
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 xu,lon, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 665.  See Herodotus, Hist. 2.63; 4.180; Polybius, Hist. 6.37; Tacitus, Ann. 13.57; Ger. 45; 

Pliny, Nat. Hist. 7.57; Virgil, Aen. 7.730, 511; 10.308. 
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 Thackeray, LCL.  
857

 Thackeray, LCL.  

 

Figure 8.1: Paegniarii were entertainers 

armed lightly with whips and clubs and 

called upon to fight mock gladiatorial 

contests (with little bloodshed) in between 

other bouts that featured heavily armed 

fighters.  This representation of paegniarii 

is from a mosaic in the Roman Villa in 

Nennig, Germany that features several 

gladiatorial scenes. (Source: Bill Thayer, 

http://www.penelope.uchicago.edu) 
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events throughout the Roman Empire (See Figure 8.1).858  Moreover, Polybius (Hist. 6.37-39) 

reports an old form of military punishment called fustuarium or xulokoti,a, in which a soldier 

guilty of serious breaches of discipline was beaten to death: “The tribune takes a cudgel (xu,lon) 

and just touches the condemned man with it, after which all in the camp beat or stone him.”859
  

Thus the xu,lon was a weapon used by and associated with soldiers, and this possibility must also 

hold true of the armed crowd portrayed in Matthew 26:47.860  When facing a crowd so armed, 

Matthew’s Jesus and his disciples cannot resist such a display of force successfully (26:52), and 

it is for this reason that he chooses strategies other than armed violence by which to face imperial 

power in this scene. 
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 On Paegniarii, see Ben Hubbard, Gladiator: Fighting for Life, Glory, and Freedom (New York, NY: Metro 

Books, 2015), 141, 182-83. 
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 Paton and Walbank, LCL.  On the occasion of group infraction (such as cowardice in battle), Polybius (Hist. 6.39) 

also reports that a tenth of the guilty soldiers were punished (decimatio) in a similar way, and the rest forced to live 
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Tacitus (Ann.13.35-36 [Jackson, LCL]) relates the efforts of the Roman general Corbulo in 58 CE to enforce a new 

standard of discipline on the supposedly lax legions of Syria: he ordered his soldiers to camp in tents during winter, 

resulting in desertions and punishment: “contrary to the rule in other armies, mercy did not attend first and second 
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soldiers under the command of the Paccius Orficius engaged in battle contrary to orders, Corbulo reprimanded the 

officers and shamed the soldiers by having them camp outside the ramparts for a lengthy period of time (Ann. 13.36). 
860

 I recognize that this reason alone does not justify my contention, as non-soldiers such as Jesus’ disciple (26:51) 

might also wield a sword or club.  It does, however, serve to expand the basis for my argument.  One additional 

example of a ξύλον is the famous club of Herakles (Latin: Hercules), frequently pictured in sculpture and 

iconography for centuries throughout the Greek and Roman world (Figure 8.2).  Plutarch, Lycurgus 30, writes: 
Ἡρακλέα μυθολογοῦσι δέρμα καὶ ξύλον ἔχοντα τὴν οἰκουμένην ἐπιπορεύεσθαι..  Herakles was worshipped 

throughout the Roman period by men and women, and was popular with soldiers.  The ara maximus, a sacred site 

dedicated to Herakles was located in Rome from earliest times; other altars, shrines, and dedications are widespread.  

See Celia Schultz, “Modern Prejudice and Ancient Praxis: Female Worship of Hercules at Rome,” Zeitschrift für 

Papyrologie und Epigraphik 133 (2000): 291-297; Harriet Flower, “Lots of Small Shrines: Compita and Sacella,” in 

Religion at the Roman Street Corner (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017), 137-144. 
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 The third argument regarding the presence of soldiers in 

Matthew 26:47-56 is that Matthew’s Jesus responds to the 

crowd as if they hold military power and authority.  When 

Jesus commands his disciple to put away a sword, saying “all 

who take the sword will die by the sword” (26:52), he is 

referring to the principle of non-violent resistance to Roman 

military might expressed earlier at Matt 5:38-41.  This previous 

teaching counselled provincial farmers to stand up for 

themselves and creatively resist oppressive practices by turning 

another cheek when struck by social superiors; going a second 

mile when forced by Roman military personnel to carry 

burdens; and walking out of court naked to protest exploitative 

economic practices.  Jesus’ strategy for negotiating this power 

is twofold.  He has taught – and models here – verbal protest 

with non-violent resistance.  He also uses prayer.  Having earlier taught his followers to pray for 

God’s empire (basilei,a) to arrive; God’s will to be done; and deliverance (r`u,omai) from evil 

doers (6:10, 13), here Matthew’s Jesus models his own teaching.  He prays earnestly for 

deliverance, yet accepts God’s will (26:39, 42, 44), while noting that he could also “call upon” 

(parakale,w) God to send “more than twelve legions of angels” (26:53) – but chooses not to at 

the present time.  Paradoxically, the reference to these “legions of angels” envisions a military 

response in keeping with the return of the eschatological Son of Man (13:37-43; 16:27-28; 24:3, 

14, 27-31; 28:18-20), which begins with the neutralization of Roman soldiers at the death and 

resurrection of Jesus (27:54; 28:3-4), discussed below.  Imitation of Roman military power 

 
Figure 8.2: Typical 

iconographic representation 

of Herakles, armed with club 

and wearing a lion skin.  

Attic amphora c.525-500 

BCE.  (Source: Attic 

bilingual amphora, ca. 525-

500 B.C., Boston 99.538, 

Museum of Fine Arts, 

Boston. H. L. Pierce Fund, 

downloaded from “The Life 

and Times of Hercules,” 

perseus.tufts.edu.) 
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coexists with an anticipation of its eventual defeat.  For Matthew’s Jesus, however, the timing of 

this response is not for him to decide, but remains the prerogative God (24:36; 26:39, 42). 

 When the crowd lays hands on Jesus, he challenges their authority and purpose, asking 

rhetorically if he is deserving of suppression by military forces (26:55): “Have you come out 

with swords and clubs to arrest me as though I were an insurrectionist (lh|sth,j)?”861  Although 

frequently translated as “robber,” Matthew’s use of lh|sth,j, indicates a broader category 

(“robber, bandit, revolutionary, insurrectionist, guerilla”) that often prompted a military 

response.  Josephus (JW 2.253) relates how Felix, the Roman procurator of Judaea, conducted 

military operations to capture “Eleazar, the brigand chief (avrcilh|sth,j), who for twenty years had 

ravaged the country, with many of his associates” and sent him to Rome for trial; Felix also 

captured many other lh|sto,i “whom he crucified” and punished “the common people who were 

convicted of complicity with them.”862  For elite Romans, the identification of a person as lh|sth.j 

(Latin: latro, -onis ) was another means of maintaining social control.  Werner Riess describes 

how Roman jurists sought to define the latro as broadly undesirable: “it came to designate, from 

quite early on, not only highwaymen and bandits, but also guerilla fighters, political opponents, 

usurpers, and barbarians,”863 as well as temple robbers, grave robbers, kidnappers, and cattle 

rustlers (who were viewed as a subcategory of latrones).864  In the Roman legal system, the latro 

was guilty of vis armata (the use of armed force), dolus malus (criminal intent), and the creation 

of gangs.  The punishment for latrocinium (banditry) was akin to that of murder (homicidium): 
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execution by furca (a machine designed to break the neck), crucifixion, or thrown to beasts in the 

arena.865  Reiss concludes that “the broad classification of certain malefactors as latrones reflects 

the attitudes of the ruling elites, and this practice likewise betrays some of the elite’s strategies to 

maintain its own position of power... [They] stigmatized… [and] marginalized [all those] who, 

for whatever reason, resisted the monopoly on power, government, and societal standards fixed 

by the Roman elite.”866  Thus Matthew’s Jesus is correct that, from the chief priests’ and elders’ 

perspective, he is a lh|sth,j: he opposes their claims of authority in the streets of Jerusalem and 

disrupts their control of the Temple (21:1-17).  As discussed below, this is also the view of the 

Roman governor, who orders Jesus crucified beside two lh|stai, and under the written charge that 

he is a rebellious and illegitimate “King of the Jews” (27:37-38).   

 Despite his awareness of the military forces aligning against him (26:2) and the direct 

threat of those laying hands on him in Gethsemane (26:50), Matthew’s Jesus refuses to 

participate in escalating a spiral of violence.  When one of his disciples pulls out a sword and 

injures the slave of the high priest (26:51), Jesus commands that disciple: “Return your sword to 

its place!” (VApo,streyon th.n ma,caira,n sou eivj to.n to,pon auvth/j), and directs him (and the rest 

of his followers) not to respond in kind: “all who take the sword will die by the sword” (26:52).  

These statements, when coupled with Jesus’ question to the armed crowd about his treatment, 

reveal that he is a different kind of lh|sth,j than they are used to – and Jesus’ refusal to use (non-

eschatological) military means to accomplish his goals is a hallmark of his strategy throughout 

Matthew’s narrative.  Thus this scene shows that Jesus remains committed to his principles of 

                                                      
865

 Riess, “Roman Bandit,” 695-6. 
866

 Riess, “Roman Bandit,” 696.  Scott, Domination, 55, concurs: “rebels or revolutionaries are labelled bandits, 

criminals, hooligans in a way that attempts to divert attention from their political claims.  Religious practices that 

meet with disapproval might similarly be termed heresy, satanism, or witchcraft.” 
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non-violent resistance (5:38-41) and vision of eschatological judgment and punishment (24:27-

31) through which he believes “the scriptures of the prophets will be fulfilled” (26:56). 

 The fourth argument is the identity of those present when Jesus is brought by the armed 

crowd to the high priest, scribes, and elders for interrogation (26:57).  Matthew writes that after 

Jesus is taken inside the high priest’s house (26:59-68), Peter followed and “sat with the guards 

(u`phre,thj) in order to see how this would end” (26:58).  In comparison to other scenes in the 

Gospel in which soldiers (stratiw/tai) are clearly identified (8:9; 27:27, 65; 28:12),867 the 

identity of Matthew’s u`phre,tai as soldiers/guards requires some explanation.  The term u`phre,thj 

(verbal form: u`phrete,w) covers a wide semantic range that identifies a number of actions and 

types of people who serve, assist, follow orders, and obey.868  While Davies and Allison refer to 

the u`phre,tai in 26:58 as “servants,” a preferable option in this context is to emphasize the strong 

associations of the term with military personnel to describe the people surrounding Peter.869  In 

Josephus, ùphre,tai include Hyrcanus, the father of Herod, who “assisted” (u`phrete,w) or joined in 

military action with Pompey in his campaigns (Ant. 14.60).   `Uphre,tai also identify Herod’s 

“guards” (also called tw/n basilikw/n), who as military figures put prisoners to death (Ant. 14.99; 

15.287, 289), including the protestors who removed golden eagle statues from the Temple (JW 

1.665).  The term also names the “lieutenants” of Menaham, a Jewish rebel leader, who in a 

military conflict were captured and killed in Jerusalem (JW 2.448).  And the term identifies 

Roman officials like the procurator Florus (JW 2.352), who provoked public protests in 66 CE by 

                                                      
867

 c.f. Matt 27:27: “the soldiers of the governor” (oì stratiw/tai tou/ h`gemo,noj).  See discussion below. 
868

 ùphrete,w, ùphre,thj, BDAG, 3
rd

 Ed., 1035. 
869

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:523.  ùphrete,w, ùphre,thj, TDNT, 8:530-44: “The military world offers good 

examples. Hdt. 5.111, 4; Thuc. 3.17.3 call the carriers of shields of weapons ùphre,thj because they have always to 

be ready to obey the one they are assisting.  The meaning is the same when the immediate aides of a commander are 

called his u`phre,tai e.g. Plato, Euthyphr. 14a; Xenophon, Cyrop. 6.2, 13.”  Luz, Matthew 21-28, 424, does not 

address the term in his comments on 27:58.  Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 516, identifies the “guards” but 

focuses instead on the location at Caiaphas’ house and the foreshadowing of Peter’s denial in 26:69-75. 
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misappropriating funds from the Temple, and then ordered soldiers under his command to 

massacre and crucify civilians in Jerusalem (JW 2.293-308).870  Besides 26:58, Matthew also 

refers to u`phre,tai as guards in 5:25, where Jesus warns that legal problems should be settled 

quickly out of court, “or your accuser may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard 

(u`phre,thj), and you will be thrown into prison.”871  These examples illustrate my contention that 

although u`phre,tai may refer to many types of people under orders in a hierarchical system, it 

does in appropriate contexts refer to military agents, and thus it is correct to interpret Matthew’s 

u`phre,tai in 26:58 as soldiers/guards attached to the high priest’s household – a view which 

informs the rest of my reading of Matthew 26:47 – 27:2.  

 This argument about the identity of the soldiers/guards in the high priest’s courtyard 

leads to a fifth argument concerning a reading of Matthew’s Peter in 26:69-75, who follows 

Jesus’ captors “at a distance… [and then] sat with the guards (u`phre,tai) in order to see how this 

would end” (26:58).  Many commentators have speculated on the reasons for Peter’s passionate 

denial of Jesus in 26:69-75, when two female slaves (paidi,skh) attached to the high priest’s 

household and other “bystanders” (oi` e`stw/tej) question Peter as to his affiliation and Galilean 

origin.  Writing on 26:69, for instance, Davies and Allison observe: “Surely Peter’s cowardice is 

                                                      
870

  `Uphre,tai also may be used as a general title for non-military “servants” of elite Romans, who may yet fulfill 

quasi-military roles, such as delivering written commands directly from the emperor to a provincial governor (JW 

2.203), or being armed and ordered to work directly with legionaries to collect tribute from a province (JW 2.41). On 

one occasion, Josephus (JW 2.321) calls each Jewish priest a “servant of God” (ùphre,thj tou/ qeou/): these go out, led 

by the high priest, to humbly beg a restless crowd in Jerusalem not to rebel and provoke the Romans to military 

reprisal.  These sorts of roles may be seen in the few occurrences of ùphre,thj in the LXX: Prov. 14:35 (the king’s 

servants); Dan. 4:46 (the king’s servants throw Daniel’s friends into a fiery furnace and stoke it).  The proverb in 

Isa. 32:5 reflects the more general sense of the term. 
871

 ùphre,tai are also found elsewhere in the New Testament, including Mark (14: 54, 65), where Peter warms 

himself at a fire with the guards, and the guards slap or strike (r`a,pisma) Jesus; John (7:32, 45, 46; 18:3, 12, 18, 22; 

and 19:6), where guards act as temple police, work beside a Roman cohort to arrest Jesus, strike Jesus, and shout 

“crucify him!” and Jesus declares (18:36) his “followers would be fighting” if his kingdom was of this world; and 

Acts (5:22, 26), where temple police report to the high priest and then arrest Peter and the other apostles. 
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enhanced by his accuser’s status: she is only a female slave.”872  Likewise, Luz on 26:69 argues 

that in comparison to Jesus before the Council, “Peter’s situation is relatively harmless.  He 

whose life thus far no one has threatened is called to account not by the high priest but by an 

anonymous woman, merely a slave.”873 

 In my view such readings underplay the identity and possible relationships of the 

characters in Matthew’s courtyard scene.  Matthew clearly identifies Peter and the two female 

slaves (26:69, 71), but is less explicit about “the ones who were there” (toi/j evkei/, 26:69), naming 

them “bystanders” in 26:73 and focusing on Peter’s statement “he denied it before all of them” (o` 

de. hvrnh,sato e;mprosqen pa,ntwn) in 26:70.  I argue, based on the presence of u`phre,tai at 26:58, 

that any reading of Peter’s denial must incorporate the presence of these armed soldiers /guards –  

who are likely waiting in the courtyard for further orders to escort Jesus as a prisoner to Pilate 

(27:2) once his interrogation by the Council is over.   

 The dynamics of power in this scene dictate that Matthew’s Peter is rightfully afraid of 

the armed soldiers/guards, who could easily lay hands on him as they have on Jesus in the 

previous scene (26:50, 57).  Matthew shows the necessity of Peter’s negotiation with military 

forces: when confronted with the possibility of his own arrest, interrogation, torture, and death, 

Peter seeks to preserve his own life in a perilous and threatening situation.  These dangers that 

Peter faces are among the risks of family censure; trials before synagogue councils, governors, 

and kings; scourging; execution; and public humiliation (carrying crosses to crucifixion) that 

Matthew’s Jesus has said will be ever-present for all who follow him (10:16-23, 32-39; 16:21-

28). 

                                                      
872

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:545. 
873

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 455. 
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 Further, when the two female slaves are understood as having affiliations with the high 

priest’s household (including the soldiers/guards), their questions can be seen in a new light.  

Regardless of the possible relationships these women may or may not have had with the 

soldiers/guards (see Chapter 3.3874), Matthew’s portrayal of them here shows them also 

negotiating with Roman-affiliated military power.  The women’s decision to challenge and 

unmask Peter rather than risk concealing his identity speaks to their interest in preserving 

themselves and their place in the household both in the moment (surrounded, like Peter, by 

soldiers /guards) and to longer-term (assuming the ongoing association of both slaves and guards 

with the household).  These dynamics of power are more evident when attention is paid to the 

identity of the soldiers/guards in the courtyard in Matthew 26:69-75. 

 The sixth argument for the involvement of soldiers/guards throughout Matthew’s 

portrayal of Jesus’ arrest (26:47-56) and interrogation (26:57 – 27:2) is located towards the end 

of these scenes.  I make explicit the presence of soldiers which the Gospel implies, but does not 

state directly.  After Jesus defies the high priest Caiaphas with a declaration of eschatological 

judgment (26:64) and the assembled Council declares Jesus guilty, Matthew (26:67-68) depicts 

their vehemence towards him: “Then they spat in his face and struck him; and some slapped him, 

saying, ‘Prophesy to us, you Anointed One!  Who is it that struck you?’”  In Matthew’s 

portrayal, it appears that the subjects of the verbs in this verse are the members of the Council 

who have just condemned Jesus guilty and deserving death (26:66).  This is the traditional 

reading, exemplified by Luz, who writes that “the previously mentioned Council members… 

                                                      
874

 These may have included a range of relationships from simple negotiation of work in the presence of soldiers 

(Were they serving food and drink to those just returned from the mission to Gethsemane?) to more personal 

relationships (Were they daughters, sisters or wives of the soldiers?) including complex matters of social status 

(Were they enslaved or free?  If enslaved, who may have owned them?  Were they expected to be sexually available 

to the soldiers/guards, or would association with the high priests’ household preclude this, based on Deut. 23:17-

18?). 
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show Jesus their contempt and their brutal scorn.”875  I suggest that here Matthew again implies 

(rather than stating directly) the presence of soldiers, some of whom are likely to be present in 

the room to continue guarding Jesus, their prisoner, and thus nearby to participate in striking 

Jesus (26:67).876  If this is so, the actions of the u`phre,tai can be read in conspicuous parallel to 

Matthew 27:30, where – following Pilate’s verdict and condemnation of Jesus to death – Roman 

soldiers “spat on him, and took the reed and struck him on the head.”877  As anticipated from 

prior scenes in which Jesus has prepared himself for this fate, he continues to follow the strategy 

of submitting to this ugly mistreatment while awaiting deliverance and vindication by God.  

 The seventh and final way in which Matthew implies the presence of soldiers /guards is 

related to the sixth – and can be viewed as a practical matter.  Matthew writes (27:2) that, “They 

bound him, led him away, and handed him over to Pilate the governor.”  Again the subject points 

toward the chief priest and members of the Council.  But rather than envisioning these elite 

power holders taking hold of Jesus (now bruised and covered in spittle) themselves, I argue that 

this work was done by the u`phre,tai, who have arrested Jesus in Gethsemane, led him to the high 

priest’s house, and brought him to the Council for interrogation (while some of their number 

await further orders in the courtyard).  Viewed in this way, Matthew depicts the Jerusalem 

leaders acting consistently with other elite actors who command soldiers to enforce claims of 

authority over people and territory.  Thus – until God’s definitive eschatological act to overturn 

                                                      
875

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 448.  See also Carter, Matthew and Margins, 519, who writes, “the Sanhedrin mocks and 

humiliates him,” and Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:535, who also suggest that Matthew's redaction may have 

served to emphasize scriptural allusions to such texts as Jer 26:8-11 and Isa 50:6. 
876

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 447, notices some ways in which Matthew uses his Markan source, referring to Matthew’s 

redaction of Jesus’ blindfold in Mark 14:65; however, Luz overlooks the presence of ùphre,tai in this same verse, 

where Mark writes (14:65): “Some began to spit on him, to blindfold him, and to strike him, saying to him, 

‘Prophesy!’  The guards also took him over and beat him.” 
877

 Matthew’s verb choices are varied, and serve to heighten the impact of his opponents’ abuse.  At 26:31 Jesus has 

told his disciples he will be struck down (pata,ssw).  In the high priest’s house he is struck with fists (kolafi,zw), 

slapped (r̀api,zw), and then asked “who hit you? (pai,w)” (26:67).  At 27:30, the Roman soldiers strike (pu,ptw) Jesus’ 

head with a reed.  At both 26:67 and 27:30, Jesus’ opponents spit (evmptu,w) upon him. 
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this authority – Jesus must submit to Caiaphas and the Council, who use military force to uphold 

imperial authority in similar ways as Herod (2:16), Antipas (14:10), Roman officials and soldiers 

practicing angaria (5:41), and the centurion (8:9) – as well as Pilate the Roman governor, whose 

role I discuss in the following section. 

 These seven factors render visible the presence of soldiers throughout the opening scenes 

of Matthew 26 – 28, in which Jesus is arrested and brought for interrogation before the Jerusalem 

Council.  I suggest that the reasons for Matthew’s indirect treatment of these soldiers/guards and 

their work are twofold.  First, the cultural experience of Matthew and his audience in the Roman 

Empire dictates familiarity with pervasive military presence; the ways in which elite actors 

asserted life-and-death power over marginalized provincial lh|stai, was common knowledge and 

could be left understated.  Second, Matthew’s indirect treatment creates room for negotiation: 

Matthew alludes to and assumes the ever-present and inescapable military power of Rome and its 

allied local leaders, while also focusing on the ways that Jesus anticipates (26:1-2), faces (26:52-

56, 63-64), and is subjected to such power.  While he will ultimately overcome (28:1-20) such 

power, that is not in view in this section.  The ways in which Matthew’s Jesus interacts with and 

negotiates expressions of imperial authority and military dominance are similar to ways in which 

he has done so earlier in the Gospel: he seeks guidance for his actions through scriptural 

paradigms (26:1-2, 24, 31, 56) and prayer (26:36-44); he refuses to violently resist the armed 

might of the soldiers who come to lay hands on him (26:51-54); he anticipates his own victorious 

return as the eschatological Son of Man (26:64) and God’s ultimate defeat of Roman military 

power (24:27-31; 28:18-20). 

 

 



320 

 

b. The Roman Governor and his Soldiers Kill Jesus (27:26-54) 

 The second place in which Roman-aligned military forces appear in Matthew 26 – 28 

begins at 27:1-2, when Pilate, the Roman governor, receives the prisoner Jesus from soldiers 

accompanying a delegation of chief priests and elders.  As will soon be evident, Pilate is not 

alone, but attended by Roman military personnel – including a centurion (e`kato,ntarcoj, 

centurio) and cohort (spei/ra, cohors) of roughly 500 soldiers – who are ready to follow his 

commands immediately.878   

 In the company of Jesus’ accusers, the chief priests and elders, Pilate conducts his own 

interrogation (27:11-26).879  After a memorable scene in which he manipulates a chanting crowd 

to beg for Jesus’ death, Pilate performs a public hand washing to show his (supposed) lack of 

culpability (27:15-24).  Finally, Pilate renders his verdict, which Matthew describes indirectly: 

“So… after flogging Jesus, he handed him over to be crucified” (27:26).  Matthew’s language in 

27:26 points to Pilate as the one conducting these actions,880 and brings into focus the conflict 

between God’s empire, represented by Jesus, and that of Rome, represented by the governor.  At 

the same time, however, this construction should be understood as authorial convention that 

assigns to the leader the actions of all those who work or serve under him.881  Thus, Pilate’s 

                                                      
878

 I discuss the role of the centurion in Chapter 6.1.  I discuss the identity and role of legionary and auxiliary cohorts 

in the Roman military system below.   
879

 Carter, Matthew and Margins, 522, calls attention to Matt 27:3 (“When Judas, his betrayer, saw that Jesus was 

condemned…”) and notes that “Judas’s conclusion that Jesus is condemned is interesting in that it agrees with Jesus’ 

prediction in 20:17-19, yet it precedes Pilate’s decision.  It attests that Jesus’ death is inevitable because of the elite’s 

alliance.  It is in the interests of both to kill Jesus.” 
880

 The active verbs in Matt 27:26 point to Pilate as the one who acts: “when he had scourged Jesus, he handed him 

over” (to.n de. VIhsou/n fragellw,saj pare,dwken i[na staurwqh).  Fragellw,saj is an aorist, active, nominative, 

masculine participle from the verb fragello,w.  Pare,dwken is an aorist, active, third person singular verb from 

paradi,dwmi. 
881

 This convention began at least as early as Herodotus (Hist., 1.26 [Goodley LCL]):“After the death of Alyattes 

Croesus his son came to the throne, being then thirty-five years of age. The first Greeks whom he attacked were the 

Ephesians.  These, being besieged by him, dedicated their city to Artemis.”  An example more contemporaneous to 

Matthew is Josephus’ (JW 1.205 [Thackeray, LCL]) description of Herod, who upon appointment to the 

governorship of Galilee, “found…Ezekias, a brigand-chief, at the head of a large horde, was ravaging land on the 

Syrian frontier, he caught him and put him and many of the brigands to death (sullabw.n avpoktei,nei kai. pollou.j 



321 

 

soldiers, rather than Pilate himself, scourge, mock, and abuse Jesus (27:26-31a); escort him to 

Golgotha (27:31b-32); crucify him and watch over his death (27:33-38); and – upon witnessing 

eschatological portents – declare that he is God’s Son (27:54).   

 I argue here that Matthew’s depiction of Pilate and the soldiers he commands is more 

explicit than the portrayal of the soldiers/guards discussed in the previous section – and that this 

clarity serves a specific narrative purpose.  For, if Matthew’s Jesus will one day overthrow 

Roman military domination (24:27-31; 28:18-20), he will first directly face its terrible power – 

the power of condemnation, torture, humiliation, and death.  I comment below on the ways in 

which Matthew realistically constructs Pilate and his soldiers: they are agents of the imperial 

system who use their deadly power to eliminate a perceived threat, all the while embodying its 

values of hegemonic masculinity – until they are undone by divine power.  Matthew’s Jesus, for 

now, is unable to defend himself against Roman domination and control over his life – and death.  

At the same time, Matthew’s narrative demonstrates clearly that Jesus’ suffering and death are 

not the final word: Roman military power is limited by divine power revealed through 

eschatological signs, angelic appearance, and Jesus’ resurrection – and will ultimately be 

defeated when Jesus returns as the eschatological Son of Man. 

 

i. Pilate 

 “Pilate, the governor” (Pila/toj ò h`gemw,n), named in Matt 27:2, 13, 17, 22, 24, 58, 62, 

65, is the highest ranking Roman official in the Gospel, and thus represents the most direct 

encounter between Matthew’s Jesus and the seat of Roman imperial power.  The fact that Jesus   

                                                                                                                                                                           
tw/n lh|stw/n).”  Similarly to Matthew, Josephus uses an aorist, active nominative third person singular participle 

(sullabw.n) and a present indicative, third person verb (avpoktei,nei) to describe Herod’s actions: the work, however, 

was done by soldiers under Herod’s command. 
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is also called o ̀h`gemw,n (2:6; 27:11) underscores the opposition between these two agents, who 

represent empires in conflict with one another. 

  Matthew depicts Pilate’s authority and administration in ways that are typical for a 

Roman governor (h`gemw,n, 27:2, 11): he sits on a judgment seat (bh/ma, 27:19) in his official 

residence (praitw,rion/praetorium, 27:27); he hears accusations against and pronounces 

judgments on provincial law-breakers (27:11-14, 26); he and his personnel are responsible for 

holding prisoners until their release or condemnation (27:15-17, 24, 26); they also dispose of 

bodies of the executed (27:57-58, 65).  Matthew portrays Pilate in a similar fashion to Herod 

(2:1-18) and Antipas (14:1-12); like these Roman client rulers, the Roman governor works 

closely with local elites (the chief priests and elders) and relies on their advice and support to 

maintain public order (27:2, 12, 20, 57-58, 62-66).  In cooperation with them, Pilate directs his 

soldiers to kill Jesus (27:27) because he represents a threat to imperial order and control over the 

territory of Judaea and its people.  Thus each element of Matthew’s portrayal of Pilate comports 

with the role and duties of a Roman provincial governor, including his overlapping political, 

judicial, and military responsibilities. 882   

 Matthew’s portrayal of Pilate as an effective politician and military commander broadly 

conforms to that of other sources.  Appointed by the Emperor Tiberius, Pontius Pilate held the 

post of praefectus (governor) over Judaea for eleven years, from 26 – 37 CE.883  Several coin 

types minted in Judaea and an inscription from the theater in Caesarea attest to his presence there 

during this time.884  Josephus records two incidents that reveal Pilate’s direct command of 
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 Colin Wells, “Roman Empire,” ABD 5, 805, describes the role of provincial governors in the Roman Empire, 

who were directly appointed (and removed) by the emperor. 
883

 For historical summaries of Pilate and his career, see Daniel Schwartz, “Pontius Pilate,” ABD 5, 395-401; 

Saddington, “Roman Military Personnel,” 2426; Davies and Allison, Matthew, vol. 3, 554-55. 
884

 Helen Bond, “The Coins of Pontius Pilate: Part of an Attempt to Provoke the People or to Integrate Them into the 

Empire?” Journal for the Study of Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman Period 27.3 (1996): 241-62; Jerry 
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Roman military forces.  In the first, Pilate sought to introduce army standards with images of the 

emperor (ta.j Kai,saroj eivko,naj ai] shmai/ai) into Jerusalem (JW 2.169).885  When large-scale 

non-violent protests broke out against his action, Pilate – sitting on his official seat (bh/ma) in 

Caesarea – threatened the delegation appealing to him with a ring of soldiers holding drawn 

swords (JW 2.170-72).  This threat proved ineffective, however, when the delegation laid down 

and exposed their necks, daring him to give the order to kill them; Pilate, “overcome with 

amazement” (u`perqauma,zw) and unwilling to commit his troops to mass slaughter, reversed his 

decision (JW 2.169-74).  

 In the second incident, Pilate used Temple funds for an aqueduct project in Jerusalem and 

was also met with protests.  Anticipating resistance, the governor stationed disguised soldiers 

among the crowd who gathered to protest his decision, ordering the troops to disperse the crowd 

with clubs – a supposedly less-lethal weapon which, in the hands of Pilate’s soldiers, nonetheless 

caused injury and deaths from the ensuing stampede to avoid them (JW 2.175-77).886 

 The deployment of soldiers under his command was an important aspect of any Roman 

governor’s administration and rule, and these incidents reveal Pilate’s application of imperial 

authority and military power in creative and various ways.  Although Josephus does not portray 

Pilate as infallible (in Caesarea he underestimated the resolve of Jewish commitment to their 

ancestral laws), the fact that he acted with decisiveness should come as no surprise.  A similar 

sense of purpose can be seen in Matthew’s depiction of Pilate in the events surrounding Jesus’ 

death. 

                                                                                                                                                                           
Vardaman, “A New Inscription Which Mentions Pilate as ‘Prefect’,” JBL 81.1 (1962), 70-71: this inscription 

identifies him as “PRAEFECUS IUDAEAE.” 
885

 Perhaps imagines (busts of the emperor and imperial family used in military expressions of the imperial cult); see 

Chapter 7.2.d. 
886

 On the clubs/cudgels used by soldiers, see previous section.  A third account in which Pilate’s command of 

soldiers is not explicitly stated, but may be surmised, is Luke 13:1-3, where the governor is said to be responsible for 

the deaths of Galileans, “whose blood Pilate mingled with their sacrifices.” 
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 For many New Testament interpreters, especially those who do not take into 

consideration the Matthew’s Roman imperial context, Pilate is an enigma: his character and 

actions have been evaluated in a variety of ways.  Carter categorizes five ways in which Pilate 

has been understood over the centuries by readers: (1) as a villainous tyrant; (2) as weak, easily 

swayed by the chief priests, and without conviction;887 (3) as a typical Roman official who cared 

little for Jewish sensitivities; (4) as a (later) Christian convert; and (5) as a saint.888  Many of 

these readings of Pilate stretch back centuries;889 each of them reflects some aspect of the way 

that Matthew depicts his interaction with Jesus (27:11, 14), the chief priests and elders (27:12-

13), his wife (27:19), and the crowd (27:15-18, 20-23).890  From my perspective, which 

foregrounds the structures, networks of power, and elite alliances of the Roman Empire, Carter is 

surely correct when he writes of Matthew’s scenes that “it is most unlikely… Pilate will resist 

the decision of the local leaders to kill Jesus…. A system administered by the Roman governor 

and his allies, the local elite, means a stacked deck against a low-status provincial like Jesus.”891  

If Matthew is well-aware of the ways in which Roman power is held and wielded in his context, 

it remains to be seen how he depicts the application of this power in taking the life of Jesus, and 

how this construction serves to help Matthew negotiate Roman military power. 

 Matthew’s Pilate begins his interrogation of Jesus with a question that goes directly to the 

heart of the case against the prisoner: will Jesus respond to accusations of being a king 

unsanctioned by Rome, and thus guilty of opposition to imperial claims of power (27:11)?  

Attentive readers will notice that the governor’s inquiry echoes the questions of Herod (another 
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 This is the view of Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:554, 583, who argue that “Pilate does not take charge… [his] 

title is ironic: the governor leaves the governing to others.”  Likewise, 593: “the governor does not govern.” 
888

 Carter, Pontius Pilate, 3-11. 
889

 Carter’s categories apply to understandings of Pilate informed by the four canonical gospels, plus historical 

sources.  Not every category applies equally to Matthew; my focus remains on reading Matthew’s depiction of Pilate 

in its appropriate imperial context. 
890

 Some of these approaches have been addressed above in Section 2. 
891

 Carter, Pontius Pilate, 82. 
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ruler authorized personally by the emperor) about the identity of the “king of the Jews” (2:1-

6).892  Pilate is “greatly amazed” (qauma,zw… li,an) when Jesus refuses to acknowledge or 

respond to these charges – remaining silent despite the numerous allegations leveled by his 

accusers, the chief priests and elders (27:12-14).  Jesus’ response of silence towards Pilate is not 

surprising when read together with other instances in which Matthew portrays him negotiating 

directly with the threat of violence from Roman military power: he has run (in his parents’ arms) 

from Herod’s soldiers (2:14-15); he counsels his followers to respond non-violently when 

coerced by Roman soldiers and officials (5:38-41); he acquiesces to a centurion’s request (8:7, 

13); and he refuses to fight the armed crowd in Gethsemane (26:51-56).  Jesus’ silent response is 

also consistent with his status in the Gospel as a non-elite member of provincial society, whose 

hidden transcript of dissent is only occasionally revealed to those in power.893  Silence is a form 

of public compliance which is, according to Scott, one of several possible avenues of disguised 

resistance to domination; it is ambiguous enough to be interpreted as acquiescence, but hides in 

plain sight as an act of dignity, creating space for dissenting imagination and ideologies of 

revenge and overturning the status quo.894   

 Matthew interrupts Pilate’s interrogation of Jesus with a brief interlude that serves to 

heighten narrative tension: Pilate’s (unnamed) wife sends him word that he should “have nothing 

to do with that righteous (di,kaioj) man” because she has “suffered a great deal because of a 

dream about him [Jesus]” (27:19).  Scholars have discussed this interlude in relation to 

                                                      
892

 The language is the same: o ̀basileu.j tw/n VIoudai,wn.  For discussion of traditions of popular (unsanctioned) 

kingship in late Second Temple Jewish society, see Horsley, Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs, 88-135. 
893

 c.f. 26:63-64, where Jesus speaks only after keeping silent before the high priest.  Scott, Domination, 198-200, 

refers to silent compliance as one of several possible acts of disguised resistance to domination (what he calls 

“infrapolitics”); it is ambiguous enough to be interpreted as public compliance, but hides in plain sight as an act of 

dignity, creating space for dissenting imagination and ideologies of revenge and overturning the status quo.  See 

chapter 6 for my comment on how Jesus was “amazed” (qauma,zw) at the centurion asking for his slave to be healed 

(Matt 8:5-13). 
894

 Scott, Domination, 8, 55-57, 66-68, 198-200. 
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Matthew’s portrayal of dreams (o;nar, 1:20; 2:12, 13, 19, 22) and other Gentile women (1:1-17; 

12:42; 15:22-28); like her husband, Pilate’s (unnamed) wife has been viewed in a variety of 

ways, from sympathetic advocate to oppositional challenger of Jesus.895  From my perspective, 

the position of Pilate’s wife as an elite woman in Roman imperial society is important.  While 

not holding any official position in the imperial political or military hierarchies, she nonetheless 

possesses a degree of autonomy, access, and agency in relation to these structures that allows her 

to act and seek to influence events.896   Her position is analogous to that of Antipas’ wife 

Herodias and her daughter (14:6-11), and her elite status ensures that she shares in and benefits 

from the networks of imperial power.  Likewise she has a vested interest in supporting Roman 

claims of power and seeking to maintain her own and her husband Pilate’s position in it.  At the 

same time, her message to Pilate is not directly threatening like the message of Herodias to 

Antipas, which demanded John’s head on a platter (14:8).  Regardless of one’s view about the 

intentions of Pilate’s (unnamed) wife toward Jesus,897 Matthew’s portrayal of her in a brief 

                                                      
895

 Dorothy Jean Weaver, “‘Wherever This Good News is Proclaimed’: Women and God in the Gospel of Matthew,” 

Interpretation 64.4 (2010), 390-401: “Pilate’s wife… stands straight and tall in contrast to her husband (27:1-2, 11-

26, 62-66).  She, like her counterparts Joseph and the wise men, has a ‘dream’ concerning Jesus… to which she pays 

heed…pleading for the life of ‘that innocent man’ (27:19c).”  Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:587-88; and Nadja 

Troi-Boeck, “Non-Jewish Women as Precursors of Universalism,” Lectio Difficilor (http://www.lectio.unibe.ch, 

2014), 6, also view her request as an unsuccessful attempt to intervene on Jesus’ behalf.  Jean K. Moore, “Matthew's 

Decolonial Desire (Matthew 12:42; 27:19). A Postcolonial Feminist Reading of the Two Royal Women,” Lectio 

Difficilor (http://www.lectio.unibe.ch, 2013), 13, argues that, “colonial females are often figures of cause and 

conscience, by which they subvert the empire in their critique of the way in which it is being governed…. In this 

regard, Pilate’s wife’s role may not be limited to declaring Jesus’ righteousness.  Rather… [her] action can be better 

understood as Matthew’s act of appropriation” in which her heaven-sent dream and call for action is a critique of 

Pilate’s use of imperial power.  Luz, Matthew 21-28, 492, connects her dream-influenced warning with Pilate’s hand 

washing: listening to her advice, he seeks to disassociate himself from Jesus.  Carter, Pilate, 93-94, argues that “her 

dream seems to have revealed Jesus being faithful to God’s saving purposes, and that is clearly bad news for Rome 

and Pilate!  Pilate should have nothing to do with this dangerous threat…. [and her] statement, then, must function 

as encouragement to Pilate to remove Jesus quickly.” 
896

 Dorothy Jean Weaver, “‘Thus You Will Know Them by Their Fruits’: The Roman Characters of the Gospel of 

Matthew,” The Gospel of Matthew in its Roman Imperial Context, 107-27, ed. John Riches and David Sim (London 

and New York: T&T Clark, 2005), 114: “Matthew’s narrative offers no clues that as the wife of the Roman governor 

she is a woman of considerable authority.  Her appeal to her husband… is one that could presumably be taken only 

by a person of such authority.” 
897

 Some questions that influence interpretation: does Pilate’s wife seek Jesus’ release or swift death?  How might 

either option benefit her and/or her husband’s position?  Or is her goal to simply warn her husband about the 
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narrative interlude underscores the multiple interlocking systems and personal interests which 

are aligned against Jesus now that he is directly under the control of Roman imperial power. 

 After hearing (but not clearly responding to) his wife’s request, Pilate returns to 

consideration of the accusations brought by his allies, the chief priests and elders (27:12), and to 

Jesus’ non-response.  The governor is ready to demonstrate his authority and political acumen 

through a masterful display of showmanship in which he “orchestrates” the crowd to demand 

Jesus’ death (27:21-25).898  This accomplished, Pilate turns Jesus over to his soldiers for torture 

and execution (27:26). 

 At this point in Matthew’s narrative, Jesus’ fate is apparently sealed, and the inexorable 

grasp of Roman military power – which began at Jesus’ birth with the slaughter of the infants of 

Bethlehem (2:16) and continued throughout his ministry (20:18-19), as exemplified by the 

killing of John the Baptist (14:9-10) – has now closed around him, seemingly triumphant.  

However, as Carter argues, Matthew’s portrayal of the scene “does not join in the celebration; 

rather, it exposes the self-serving workings of Roman justice administered by and for the elite…. 

It rips away the masks.  It shows the self-serving nature of Roman administration that 

masquerades behind claims of benefiting the people and responding to their demands…. 

Matthew’s narrative, then, is not deceived.”899 

                                                                                                                                                                           
ramifications of entanglement in this local matter?  Is her dream sent from God?  If so, does God intend to provide 

for Jesus’ safety?  If not, what is the purpose?  Is Matthew’s model for Pilate’s wife Herodias?  If so, what sort of 

“trouble” does Jesus represent for her?  Does she wish him dead, and seek to work through non-traditional avenues 

of power as Herodias does at the feast to help Antipas execute John? 
898

 Carter, Pontius Pilate, 96-97, writes that Pilate’s: “handwashing and declaration of innocence acknowledge what 

he and his allies have accomplished in this scene.  They have successfully identified a threat to their power, decided 

on Jesus’ execution, and manipulated the crowd not only into not supporting Jesus but also into actively (almost 

riotously) advocating that he be executed… Such is the extent to which the crowd has ‘owned’ the elite’s agenda.” 
899

 Carter, Pontius Pilate, 97-98. 
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 Matthew’s Jesus, for his part, is aware of the scope of Roman power and the manner of 

suffering he must undergo to defeat it (20:19; 23:29-39; 26:2).900  His unwillingness to answer 

the accusations against him is a refusal to participate in the public transcript of compliance and 

acquiescence to the Roman ideology of control.901  It is a further expression of Jesus’ teaching on 

justice, making peace, and creative non-violent resistance when faced with judges, trials, guards, 

and soldiers (5:25, 38-41).  In the hands of Pilate, his soldiers, and the chief priests and elders, 

Jesus shows his followers that he will, indeed, “be mocked and scourged and crucified” (Matt 

20:18-19; also 16:21; 17:23).  Jesus’ willingness to undergo suffering to defeat the military 

power of Rome and its allies is a direct result of his prayer in Gethsemane, where he prays for his 

Father’s will to be done (26:39-44).902   His victory, Matthew tells his readers, will not come in 

the present with drawn swords (26:52-54), but by a demonstration of divine power that mimics 

imperial expressions even as it ends human empires in a final battle that ushers in a new era at 

the end of the age (24:27-31; 28:1-4; 28:18-20). 

 

ii. Pilate’s Soldiers 

 Following Pilate’s condemnation of Jesus, the next stage of Jesus’ direct encounter with 

Roman military personnel begins: Pilate hands him over to Roman soldiers, who torture and 

mock him (27:27-30); escort him to his execution (27:31-32); crucify him and stand watch over 

                                                      
900

 This Roman power includes alliance with the Jerusalem elite, as Matthew’s Jesus pronounces in 23:29-39: “Woe 

to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  For you build the tombs of the prophets and decorate the graves of the 

righteous, and you say, ‘If we had lived in the days of our ancestors, we would not have taken part with them in 

shedding the blood of the prophets.’  Thus you testify against yourselves that you are descendants of those who 

murdered the prophets.  Fill up, then, the measure of your ancestors.  You snakes, you brood of vipers! How can you 

escape being sentenced to hell?  Therefore I send you prophets, sages, and scribes, some of whom you will kill and 

crucify, and some you will flog in your synagogues and pursue from town to town, so that upon you may come all 

the righteous blood shed on earth… Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are 

sent to it!  How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and 

you were not willing!  See, your house is left to you, desolate.  For I tell you, you will not see me again until you 

say, ‘Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.’” 
901

 Scott, Domination, 8, 55-57, 66-68, 198-200. 
902

 See below, n.922. 
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his dying (27:33-38); and finally exclaim that he is “God’s Son” (27:54).  Each of these actions 

reveals Matthew’s portrait of soldiers who enforce the Empire’s claims of privilege and control 

over provincial subjects.  In the case of one like Jesus, who dares to speak up and step out of 

line, this enforcement is deadly. 

 The scenes in which Pilate’s soldiers interact directly with Jesus are found in 27:27-31 

(Roman Soldiers Abuse Jesus); 27:32-38 (Soldiers Crucify Jesus); and 27:45-54 (Death of Jesus 

and Eschatological Signs).  While there are several narrative elements that Matthew brings 

together in the larger narrative of 27:11-61, my focus here is on Matthew’s portrayal of the 

Roman soldiers who escort Jesus to Golgotha; crucify him; watch over his dying; and respond to 

Jesus’ death and the eschatological signs that accompany it.  I argue that Matthew portrays these 

soldiers acting in typical ways; their final responses, however, are surprising – and offer a critical 

moment for Matthew’s ongoing negotiation with the Empire. 

 From the outset of their interaction with Jesus, Matthew characterizes “the governor’s 

soldiers” (oi` stratiw/tai tou/ h`gemo,noj, 27:27) by their actions, which include a series of cruel 

punishments designed to inflict pain and humiliation and result in the public spectacle of their 

prisoner’s death.903  The first of these occurs immediately in conjunction with Jesus’ death 

sentence: Pilate has him “scourged” or “flogged” (fragello,w) with, as the name implies, a 

flagellum – a whip composed of several tails and frequently tipped with metal or bone.904  In 

Roman practice, scourging/flogging often preceded crucifixion.905  Josephus (JW 2.306) records 

                                                      
903

 Unlike the centurion in Capernaum (8:5-13), Jesus does not speak to these soldiers in the final scenes of the 

Gospel, directing his few words to reject Pilate’s accusation (27:11); cry out to God (27:46); the women at the tomb 

(28:9-10); to his disciples (28:18-20). 
904

 fragello,w, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 1064: “a punishment inflicted on slaves and provincials after a sentence of death had 

been pronounced on them.”  Apuleius, Metamorphoses 8.30, describe the use of bone tips.  (For comment on 

Pilate’s soldiers carrying out this work, see n.881.) 
905

 Gerald O’Collins, “Crucifixion,” ABD 1, 1208.  See Philo (Flaccus 72 [Colson, LCL]),who describes how the 

Jews of Alexandria, during civil unrest allowed by Flaccus, the governor, “were arrested, scourged (mastigo,w, see 
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how, just before the outbreak of the Jewish War, the governor Florus ordered his soldiers to 

arrest a large number of protestors, who were “brought before Florus, who had them first 

scourged and then crucified (ou]j ma,stixin proaikisa,menoj avnestau,rwsen).”906  Likewise (JW 

5.449), during the siege of Jerusalem (70 CE), when soldiers of Titus captured the starving poor 

trying to escape, they scourged (mastigo,w), tortured to death (probasani,zw), and crucified 

(avnastauro,w) them outside the walls to terrorize those left inside the city.907  In another case (JW 

6.300-305), Jesus son of Ananias, “a rude peasant,” walked through the streets of Jerusalem 

prophesying its downfall; he was arrested and beaten by the elite leaders of the city, who then 

brought him to the Roman governor Albinus (62-64 CE), who ordered him “flayed to the bone 

with scourges” (ma,stixi me,cri ovste,wn xaino,menoj) before declaring him insane and letting him go.  

Thus Matthew shows that the first action of Pilate’s soldiers towards Jesus is standard practice 

towards condemned enemies of the Roman state.  The soldiers on duty at the governor’s 

interrogation follow orders to cruelly scourge their prisoner, likely leaving Jesus with deep 

lacerations, heavily bleeding, and in a weakened state. 

 Once Pilate’s soldiers (whom I picture as guarding Jesus and providing security and 

crowd control around Pilate’s bh/ma) finish the bloody task of scourging, they take Jesus into the 

praetorium (praitw,rion, another Latin transliteration), where they “gathered the entire cohort 

(o[loj spei/ra) around him” (27:27) for cruel sport and derision.908  Matthew’s specific vocabulary 

                                                                                                                                                                           
note 907), tortured and after all these outrages, which were all their bodies could make room for, the final punishment 

kept in reserve was the cross.” 
906

 Thackeray, LCL. 
907

 See full quote at the beginning of this chapter.  Josephus uses the Greek verb mastigo,w (noun: ma,stix), rather than 

fragello,w, which is transliterated from Latin.  Matthew uses mastigo,w at 10:17; 20:19; and 23:34 in reference to 

flogging by synagogue authorities; it is only at 27:27, when the flogging is done by Romans, that he uses the 

Latinized verb. 
908

 There has been some effort made to identify the type of cohort (legionary vs. auxiliary) these soldiers were from, 

based on known positions and troop deployments at the time.  My intention here is not to repeat these discussions, 

nor quest for historical detail, but rather to argue that Matthew portrays these soldiers (whether legionary or 

auxiliary) as upholding the Roman Empire’s priorities – through the torture, public humiliation, and execution of 
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here evokes the scope of the scene: the o[loj spei/ra includes almost five hundred armed men – 

six centuries of highly-trained soldiers under the command of six capable centurions.909  Even if 

readers may imagine some number of soldiers remaining on duty with Pilate to dismiss the 

crowd or while he attends to other matters, Matthew’s picture of a solitary bloodied prisoner 

surrounded by overwhelming military numbers is an effective way to communicate the soldiers’ 

palpable menace and Jesus’ vulnerability. 

 Knowing that this prisoner’s life is completely in their hands, the soldiers – in ironic 

humor based on the crime for which he has been convicted – conduct a mock ceremony which 

‘honors’ Jesus as the “King of the Jews” (27:29).910  The soldiers strip him naked; they place a 

scarlet/red cloak (clamu,j ko,kkinoj), which likely belonged to a soldier,911 on his shoulders; they 

                                                                                                                                                                           
one who ran afoul of the powerful elite.

 
 For discussion, see Saddington, “Roman Military Personnel,” 2413-14, who 

points first to “five cohorts and one ala (a total of 3,000 men) of Sebastenians (i.e., Samaritans) and Caesareans in 

Judaea” who supported Roman governance at the death of Herod, and argues that “the soldiers at the Cross, then, 

could have been drawn from any auxiliary regiment transferred into Judaea after the fall of Archelaus, or have been 

members of more ‘local’ units drafted from such areas as Samaria, Caesarea or Syria.  Whatever the ethnic 

composition of the regiment involved, to the Jews it was of course ‘Roman’: thus Josephus called the unit stationed 

in the Antonia near the Temple during Passover h` ~Rwmai?kh, spei/ra (JW 2.224).”  See also, Haynes, Blood of the 

Provinces, 46, 52-53, 117-118, who describes the incorporation of Herod’s royal army into Roman auxiliary forces 

after his death in 6 CE, mentioning especially the Sebastenians and their effectiveness in service to both Herod and 

Rome.  This contrasts with Brown, Death of Messiah, 874, who misleadingly asserts that “these are not first-class 

imperial legionaries, but auxiliary troops from the Syro-Palestinian region”; although he is correct that “many… 

could very well have been anti-Jewish.”  Brown, Death of Messiah, 874-76, also provides descriptions of other 

public figures who were mocked, including Herod Agrippa II, who was insulted by the people of Alexandria by 

dressing a man named Karabas in false-regalia (Philo, In Flaccum 6); and Herod Agrippa I, when citizens, indulging 

in schadenfreude at his death, dressed in festal garlands and perfume (Josephus, Ant. 19.356-58). 
909

 For the legions, Webster, Roman Imperial Army, 109, writes: “The smallest unit in the legion was the century, 

which may originally have been a hundred men but by the time of Polybius contained eighty.  It was divided into ten 

sections of eight men each (contubernia) sharing a tent and a mule in the field and a pair of rooms in permanent 

barracks; it seems likely that this was also a mess unit…. The century was, however, the basic unit of the imperial 

legion.  Six centuries made up a cohort (480 men) and ten cohorts the legion.”  For auxiliary cohorts, George 

Cheeseman, The Auxilia of the Roman Imperial Army (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1914), 27-28, writes that the 

“cohors miliaria was divided into ten centuries… [and the] cohors quingenaria into six… The question to be 

decided is whether these centuries contained 80 or 100 men each….the lower is probably to be preferred…. [And,] 

therefore, it seems safer to assume establishments of 480 and 800 men for cohortes quingenariae and miliariae 

respectively.” 
910

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 514: “The soldiers strip Jesus and give him imitations of the three insignia of a Near Eastern 

client king – …the royal purple robe,… the golden laurel-berry crown, and… golden scepter.” 
911

 clamu,j, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 1085: “a military cloak, mantle worn by Roman soldiers.”  See Appian, Civil War, 2.90; 

Josephus, Ant. 5.33; 2 Macc 12:35.  Bishop and Coulston, Military Equipment, 111, note that “there were two types 

of over garment habitually worn by soldiers under the early Principate and these were the sagum and paenula.  The 

sagum was a draped cloak, fastened at the wearer’s right shoulder by a brooch, whilst the paenula was a cape which 
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force a ‘crown’ of twisted thorns on his head, and a reed (ka,lamoj) – a symbol of kingship – into 

his trembling hand (27:28-29).912  From the Roman perspective, the authority to rule could only 

be granted by the Emperor, and was intertwined with Roman military support: Herod was 

granted the title “King” after appearing before the Roman Senate, and received military forces to 

take the throne; his sons were refused this title, but still granted the right to rule as ethnarch and 

tetrarchs, with continuing responsibilities to support Roman military campaigns when called 

upon.913  Matthew’s depiction clearly shows the soldiers’ attitude towards Jesus as an 

unsanctioned king.  They seek to humiliate him by spitting (evmptu,w) on him (like the soldiers and 

Council in 26:67) and hitting him on the head with the reed; finally, they “knelt before him and 

mocked him (evmpai,zw)” (27:29).  Luz notes that the same verb for mocking/ridiculing is repeated 

at 27:41, when Jesus’ enemies taunt him at Golgotha; and at 20:19, where he has warned his 

disciples that the Son of Man will be “mocked and scourged and crucified; and on the third day 

he will be raised.”914  When the soldiers decide they have had their sport, they replace the 

‘kingly’ regalia with Jesus’ own clothes and lead him away (avpa,gw) to be crucified (27:31). 

 This march from the Praetorium to the crucifixion site is not a simple one for Jesus.  

Matthew’s readers may imagine him led along by the soldiers, weakened from the scourging and 

beating, and unable to continue.  Somewhere along the way, the soldiers force (avggareu,w) a man 

                                                                                                                                                                           
the soldier put on over his head.”  In shape, the much earlier Greek clamu,j and sagum are similarly rectangular;  

Bishop and Coulston, Military Equipment, 111, however, report that, “tombstones of the 1
st
 century AD show rather 

more men wearing the paenula than the sagum.   In either case, Matthew’s intent is to show the soldiers’ impromptu 

‘ceremony’ to shame Jesus using items at hand. 
912

 James Strange, “Tiberias,” ABD 6, 547, notes “the earliest extant coins [from the mint at Tiberias] show a reed 

and an inscription in Greek, ‘Of Herod the Tetrarch.’  The reverse displays the name Tiberias written in Greek 

letters within a wreath.”  These coins, from the reign of Antipas, are dated to 20 CE.  See also, Morten Hørning 

Jensen, Herod Antipas in Galilee: The Literary and Archaeological Sources on the Reign of Herod Antipas and its 

Socio-Economic Impact on Galilee.  (Tübingen, DE: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 204.  For a contrary view, see W. 

Wirgin, “A Note on the ‘Reed’ of Tiberias,” Israel Exploration Journal 18.4 (1968), 248-49. 
913

 Josephus, JW 1.283-285, 290-294, 301-302, 346 (on Herod); JW 2.93-100; Ant. 17.317-323 (on his sons).  

Josephus (Ant. 17.355 18.1-6) also reports how Herod’s son Archelaus was removed from power in 6 CE by the 

Emperor Augustus, who appointed governors to rule Judaea directly from that point forward. 
914

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 515. 
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named Simon to help by carrying Jesus’ cross (27:32).915  Jesus’ previous journey through the 

streets of Jerusalem consisted of triumphant symbolism, joyful disciples, and supportive crowds 

(21:1-11); this one consists of a bloody condemned prisoner and a man impressed into service, 

along with two other men condemned as insurrectionists (lh|stai, 27:38) all ushered along by a 

detachment of soldiers following their centurion’s commands.   

 Arriving at “a place called Golgotha” (27:33), the soldiers offer Jesus a drink of “wine… 

mixed with gall” (27:34), which he refuses – as he has told his disciples at 26:29, he will not 

drink it again “until that day when I drink it new with you in my Father's kingdom” (e[wj th/j 

h`me,raj evkei,nhj o[tan auvto. pi,nw meqV um̀w/n kaino.n evn th/| basilei,a| tou/ patro,j mou).916  Just as he 

has refused to answer the Roman governor, this is another instance in which Matthew’s Jesus 

refuses to participate in the machinery of imperial (in)justice: without words, he takes what small 

initiative he can by refusing the drink. 

 Most likely because of widespread cultural knowledge of Roman practices, Matthew does 

not provide details of Jesus’ actual crucifixion – skipping over the necessary actions of the 

soldiers (laying the prisoner out; nailing wrists and feet; binding arms and torso; raising the cross 

and securing it).  Instead, Matthew notes that, “when they had crucified him, they divided his 

clothes among themselves by casting lots; then they say down there and kept watch over him” 

(27:35-36).  Matthew’s language here is influenced by Psalms 22 and 69, and, for those who 

know these Psalms of lament, reveals a message of hope insofar as suffering and lament are 

followed by vindication and restoration: “For dominion belongs to the LORD, and he rules over 

                                                      
915

 This is the second place in Matthew’s narrative where the verb avggareu,w (5:41) is used; see Chapter 5. 
916

 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 530, notes Matthew’s editorial changes to Mark 15:23, in which Jesus is offered 

“intoxicating wine flavored with myrrh, probably to deaden the pain.  However, Matthew is thinking of Ps 68:22 

LXX, the same verse whose second half will appear in v.48.  Like the petitioner of Psalm 68 LXX, Jesus is also 

tormented and ridiculed by his enemies.  In order to fulfill Ps 68:22 LXX, he must taste the bitter drink, which he 

rejects in Mark 15:23.” 
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the nations” (Ps. 22:28).917  Matthew may also be mimicking the conventions of other Roman 

writers like Josephus (quoted above), Livy (Hist. 22.33; 33.36), and Appian (Civil War 1.120), 

who believe that crucifixion is reserved for slaves and enemies of the state; thus, while they 

readily report numbers of crucified to show the deserved fate of those who threaten the Roman 

order, the mechanics of such a torment are not worthy of comment.918   

 Matthew does include two details, the first of which is chronologically out of place 

(likely taking place before the soldiers sit down to keep watch), but intended to be the focus of 

the scene.  The soldiers hang a sign above Jesus’ head that declares the Empire’s verdict: “This is 

Jesus, the King of the Jews” (Ou-to,j evstin VIhsou/j o` basileu/j tw/n VIoudai,wn) and crucify two 

insurrectionists (du,o lh|stai,) on either side of him (27:38).  At this juncture, the Empire’s power 

of life and death over its subjects is – like Jesus – on full display for all to see.919 

 The soldiers are still sitting on Golgotha keeping watch in typical fashion some hours 

later, when Jesus cries out to God (27:46), then moans again and dies (27:50).  It is “at that 

moment” that Matthew’s narrative viewpoint widens to include the entirety of Jerusalem, 

wherein the curtain inside the Temple is ripped in two (27:51a); there is an earthquake (27:51b); 

and the dead are raised (evgei,rw) from their tombs (27:52).  Each of these signs is associated with 

eschatological fulfillment that Matthew’s Jesus has spoken of throughout the Gospel (c.f. 16:27-

                                                      
917

 Matthew’s Jesus alludes to this in several places: c.f. 16:21; 17:12, 22-23; 26:31-32. 
918

 One exception to this is Josephus’ description of those crucified at the siege of Jerusalem (JW 5.449-451, see 

above); his purpose, however, is similar to that of other writers – to show the fate of those who resist Roman claims 

of power and authority. 
919

 Matthew 27:39-44 shows a series of people continuing to ridicule and disdain Jesus, heaping shame upon his 

already shameful death.  These include people passing by (27:39-40); the chief priests and scribes (27:41-43); and 

the insurrectionists crucified alongside him (27:43).  The opprobrium from the chief priests and scribes is not 

surprising, given their prior conspiracy to kill Jesus (26:3-4).  Matthew’s portrayal of the insurrections highlights the 

difference between Jesus’ approach and theirs.  Like Barabbas the “notorious prisoner” (27:16), who Mark 15:7 and 

Luke 23:19 name as guilty of civil uprising and strife (sta,sij), Matthew shows that while Jesus may be crucified 

alongside of two lh|stai,, he is not to be identified with them.  
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28; 19:28-30; 24:27-31).920  Davies and Allison note the narrative significance of the three signs 

in Matt 27:51-52:  

The veil [to. katape,tasma tou/ naou/] is the outer veil [separating the sanctuary 

from the forecourt] and its rending foreshadows or symbolizes the destruction of 

the temple in AD 70…. similar portents announcing the doom of the temple are 

recorded by both Josephus (JW 6.288-309) and the Talmud (b. Yoma 39b; y. 

Yoma 6.43c)…. If [this]… rending of the veil anticipates or inaugurates the end of 

the temple, it thereby vindicates Jesus’ prophecy against the place (24:2)…. 

Eschatological earthquakes… which ancients typically viewed not as whims of 

nature but responses to human sinfulness – are sometimes linked with the advent 

of God or a supernatural being, with judgment, with the deaths of great persons, 

and with tragedy in general…. For ‘the Holy Ones’ [who are resurrected] (cf. 

LXX Zech 14:4-5) as a designation… of saints in an eschatological context see 

LXX Isa. 4.3; Dan 7:18… We should here think of pious Jews from ancient 

times… the primary purpose of which is testimony to Jesus in and around 

Jerusalem.921 

Each of these signs of eschatological fulfillment also points towards the final scenes in which 

Roman-appointed guards are overcome and defeated, and Jesus himself is raised and is given “all 

                                                      
920

 The currency of such thought is demonstrated in 2 Maccabees 7, which gives an account of resistance by faithful 

Jews against the Hellenistic tyrant Antiochus.  When threatened with torture and death, each of seven brothers 

appeals to their belief in resurrection while refusing to comply with the king’s demands.  This belief views 

resurrection as an eschatological event (7:14, 16-17); a vindication for resistance (7:9, 11, 22-23); and provides the 

initiative to overthrow tyranny.  It is typified by the speech of the youngest brother, who is the last to be executed (2 

Macc 7:30-38): “I will not obey the king’s command, but I obey the command of the law that was given to our 

ancestors through Moses.  But you, who have contrived all sorts of evil against the Hebrews, will certainly not 

escape the hands of God…. You have not yet escaped the judgment of the almighty, all-seeing God... [but] you will 

receive just punishment for your arrogance.  I, like my brothers, give up body and life for the laws of our ancestors, 

appealing to God to show mercy soon to our nation and by trials and plagues to make you confess that he alone is 

God, and through me and my brothers to bring to an end the wrath of the Almighty that has justly fallen on our 

whole nation.” 
921

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:630-33.  On the curtain, they note, 631-632, “According to Josephus (JW 5.512-

514), a Babylonian curtain, embroidered with blue, scarlet, linen thread, and purple hung before the main entrance 

of the sanctuary, at the back of the vestibule, and ‘worked into the tapestry was the whole vista of the heavens’.  If 

this is the curtain of v.51a the picture is of the heavens splitting, something which occurs in the [Hebrew Bible] and 

came to be a common item of eschatological expectation.”  They also notice how Matthew’s Jesus has warned of 

such earthquakes in 24:7, and list, 341n.86, similar earthquakes in Biblical tradition: Joel 2:10; Hag 2:6; Zech 14:5; 

1 Enoch 1:6-7; 102:2; 4 Ezra 5:8; 6:13-16; 9:3; and 2 Bar 27:7. 
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authority in heaven and on earth” (28:2-3, 18).  The signs also justify Jesus’ earlier contention: 

that he could call upon divine power (26:53) if that were that the best way to bring about his 

Father’s desire (26:39-44) and the writings of scripture (26:53).922   

 When the signs appear at the moment of Jesus’ death, Matthew emphasizes the soldiers’ 

and centurion’s response: they “were extremely afraid (fobe,w sfo,dra) and said, ‘Truly this man 

was God's Son’” (27:54).923  There is much discussion over the character of the soldiers’ 

response, with scholarly consensus pointing towards a “confession” of faith in which the soldiers 

recognize Jesus’ identity and acknowledge it.  Davies and Allison represent this view well, 

arguing that “the confession… represents a fundamental reformation of opinion.  Weight is also 

added to the confession by the status of the high rank of the Roman centurion, who reminds us of 

the believing centurion in 8:5-12.”924  In contradiction to this view, Sim argues that the soldiers’ 

and centurion’s “acknowledgement of Jesus as the Son of God is intended as a cry of defeat in 

the face of divine power…. Matthew uses the narrative of Jesus’ death in 27:51-54 as a proleptic 

judgment scene (c.f. Matt 25:31-46).  The soldiers at the scene of the crucifixion represent the 

wicked on the day of judgment… as the torturers and murderers of the Messiah, they are 

                                                      
922

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:497, note the parallel between Jesus’ prayer in Gethsemane (26:39-44) and the 

prayer he taught his disciples (6:9-13): “Your will be done” (genhqh,tw to. qe,lhma, sou).  In both cases, Matthew’s 

views of divine will are rooted in traditions of theological hegemony in which divine power overwhelms all who 

encounter it (c.f. Isa.6:1-5; Matt 17:5-6) – including here even the Father’s Beloved Son (Matt 3:17; 17:5), who 

submits to suffering and death in order to attain eschatological victory.  Luz, Matthew 21-28, 398-409, provides a 

history of interpretation that reveals various attempts to wrestle with Matthew’s portrayal here. 
923

 Translation of the phrase: avlhqw/j qeou/ ui`o.j h=n ou-toj, which is based on the centurion’s so-called ‘confession’ in 

Mark 15:39, has prompted scholarly discussion over interpretation of ui`o.j qeou/, and whether the anarthrous phrase 

should be translated as “a” or “the” Son of God.  Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 537, notes that “this is the same 

title (in anarthrous form, lacking a definite article) that the disciples use to confess Jesus’ identity in 14:33.”  For 

contrasting views on Mark, see Tae Hun Kim, “The Anarthrous ui`o.j qeou/ In Mark 15.39 and the Roman Imperial 

Cult,” Biblica 79 (1998): 221-41 and Earl Johnson, Jr., “Mark 15,39 and the So-Called Confession of the Roman 

Centurion,” Biblica 81.3 (2000): 406-13.  From my perspective, the results of this discussion (“a” vs. “the”) are 

immaterial: I am interested in Matthew’s presentation of the soldiers’ response to divine power and its threat to their 

imperial claims of power over life and death. 
924

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:635.  See also Luz, Matthew 21-28, 569, who concurs.  See Chapter 6 for my 

perspective on the ambiguity of Jesus’ response to the centurion in Matt 8:5-12.  
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Gentiles of the worst type.”925  From my perspective, Sim’s position is in alignment with 

Matthew’s ongoing negotiation with and critique of Roman military power.  In characterizing the 

soldiers as fobe,w sfo,dra, Matthew shows these soldiers failing to act as soldiers ought to.  

Rather than displaying the Roman ideals of virtus and imperium, which would lead to 

courageous, firm, and heroic responses to the eschatological signs, the soldiers and their 

centurion are overwhelmed and defeated.926  

 I contend that the soldiers’ and centurion’s crushing fear is critical to understanding their 

statement about Jesus identity.  Throughout the Gospel, Matthew depicts a number of occasions 

in which characters exhibit fear, expressed in the verbs fobe,w and tara,ssw (and their related 

cognates).  These occasions are frequently provoked by competing claims of power between 

Rome and its elite Judaean allies and the Empire of God.  Thus, God’s angel counsels Joseph not 

to be afraid (mh. fobe,w) to marry the pregnant Mary, “for the child conceived in her is from the 

Holy Spirit” (1:20).  Jesus’ disciples are afraid (tara,ssw, fo,boj) of the divine power present in 

Jesus upon seeing him walking on the water (14:26-27), and when hearing God’s voice at his 

mountain-top transfiguration (17:7): in both cases, Jesus commands them “you must not be 

afraid” (mh. fobei/sqe).  These appeals to overcome fear are connected to the performance of 

masculinity (courage, dignity, firmness, self-discipline, control) discussed in Chapter 2.5.  Jesus 

warns his followers “you must not fear” (mh. fobei/sqe) those who kill the body but cannot kill the 

soul” (10:28); rather, his followers are to fear (fobe,w) God who judges human behavior (10:28), 

yet values them “more than many sparrows” (10:31).  Thus, Jesus indicates that while his 

followers may be persecuted they should also look forward to vindication through resurrection.  

Similarly, the women at the tomb are also encouraged to perform their role with masculine 

                                                      
925

 Sim, Christian Judaism, 226.  See also Sim, “The ‘Confession’ of the Soldiers in Matthew 27:54,” Heythrop 

Journal 34.4 (1993): 401-24; Carter, Matthew and Margins, 537. 
926

 On virtus and imperium as values of Roman hegemonic masculinity, see Chapter 2.5. 
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courage: although they “were filled with fear and great joy” (28:8) upon being told of Jesus’ 

resurrection, they are commanded, by God’s angel and by Jesus himself, not to be afraid (mh. 

fobei/sqe, 28:5, 10).  The women’s ability and willingness to follow these commands (they “ran 

to tell the disciples,” 28:8) stands in contrast to the fear and immobility of the soldiers (28:3), 

discussed below.  Followers of Jesus, then, have no need to fear – because through Jesus and his 

followers God is addressing the assertion of Roman power over the lives of God’s people. 

 In contrast to Jesus’ followers, those who oppose him and his proclamation of God’s 

kingdom have reason to be afraid.  Upon learning of Jesus’ birth from the Magi, Herod “and all 

Jerusalem with him” are frightened (tara,ssw, 2:3) at news of an unsanctioned rival king.  The 

chief priests and elders, when challenging Jesus’ authority, are afraid (fobe,w) of Jesus’ 

association with the legacy of John the Baptist (21:23-27), and of Jesus’ popularity with the 

crowds in Jerusalem (21:46).  Finally, Matthew draws a close narrative connection between the 

soldiers’ fear of the eschatological signs they witness on Golgotha (27:54) and the fear (fobe,w) 

of the soldiers guarding Jesus’ tomb, who “shook and became like dead men” when witnessing 

another manifestation of divine power (28:3, discussed below). 

 The problem with the soldier’s fear is all the more pronounced when comparing 

Matthew’s portrayal with that of other Roman writers, who praise and glorify soldiers who 

display hegemonic masculinity by performing its values of valor, resolution, domination, and 

courage.  Julius Caesar (Civil Wars 1.46), for instance, praises his primus pilus, Quintus 

Fulginus, for eximiam virtutem (“exceptional valor”): Fulginus died while leading a detachment 

antesignanos (ahead of the standards) to capture a hill outside Ilerda, Spain.  Tacitus (Ann. 

15.11) praises Tarquitius Crescens, a centurion who chose to remain alone defending a tower 

against the Parthians while the rest of his unit fled; and (Hist. 3.22) Atilius Verus, another primus 
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pilus centurion from the Seventh Legion, who died while saving the legion’s aquila.  Josephus 

(JW 6.81) also tells of a personal acquaintance, the centurion Julianus, who died bravely during 

the siege of Jerusalem in 70 CE: 

Seeing the Romans beginning to give way and offering but a sorry resistance, 

[Julianus] sprang forward – he had been standing beside Titus on Antonia – and 

single-handed drove back the Jews, already victorious, to the corner of the inner 

temple.  The multitude fled in crowds before him, regarding such strength (ivscu,j) 

and courage (to,lma) as superhuman; while he… slew all whom he overtook, and 

no spectacle that met the eye of Caesar was more wonderful than that, nor more 

terrifying to his foes… [When Julianus’ hobnailed boots slipped on the stone 

pavement, he fell but continued fighting.]  A cry of concern for the hero went up 

from the Romans in Antonia, while the Jews crowding round him struck at him 

from all sides… many a time he tried to rise but was thrown back by the number 

of his assailants… At length, when all his other limbs were hacked and no 

comrade ventured to his aid, he succumbed.  Caesar was deeply moved at the fall 

of so valiant a soldier… while those who might have [helped him]… were 

withheld by terror (kata,plhxij).  Thus Julianus, after a hard struggle with death… 

[left] behind him the highest reputation, not only with the Romans and Caesar, but 

even with his enemies.927 

 

All of these illustrate the contention of Graeme Ward, who argues for the importance of the 

effect of such performances on participants and audience: “In addition to the soldier who 

inflicted the violence and the victim who suffered it, the reactions of nearby observers—Roman 

and foreign—were crucial to how such acts were later interpreted and judged.  This was 

especially true in instances when Roman soldiers appeared to have succumbed to fear (timor) 
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 Thackeray, LCL. 
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and become panic stricken (pavidi).”928  Ward notes that in the Republican period, Roman 

military punishments for “desertion, lying under oath, cowardice witnessed in battle, and 

disobedience… were punishable by death – by collective stoning and cudgeling (fustuarium) or 

by scourging and beheading in a formal ceremony in front of the entire legion…. Ancient authors 

who record these ceremonies seem most interested in describing the emotions and opinions 

among spectators who watched the punishment rather than in representing the suffering of the 

victims.”929  While it is not clear that all such military punishments continued into the first 

century CE, Roman attitudes towards masculine behavior were based on continuing appeals to 

courage, domination, and control – the values of virtus and imperium.930  Thus, Matthew’s 

depiction of the fo,boj sfo,dra of soldiers and their centurion at Golgotha shows them in 

violation of every value they are trained to uphold: they are unmanned and paralyzed with fear 

by the divine power shown at Jesus’ death. This portrayal is underscored by the presence of 

several women followers of Jesus, who show more courage than either the soldiers or Jesus’ 

male disciples: they are present at the crucifixion, and continue to show their loyalty to Jesus at 

his death, burial, and in the days that follow (27:55-56, 61: 28:1-10).931 

 In these scenes Matthew shows imperial military claims at the full extent of their power, 

taking control of Jesus’ life and bringing about his suffering, humiliation, and death.  This 

military power is embodied by the Roman governor Pilate and his soldiers.  At the end of this 

display of power, however – at the very moment when Jesus dies at their hands – the Gospel 
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 Graeme Ward, “The Roman Battlefield: Individual Exploits in Warfare of the Roman Republic,” in The 

Topography of Violence in the Greco-Roman World, ed. Werner Riess and Garrett Fagan (Ann Arbor, MI: 

University of Michigan Press, 2016), 301. 
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 Ward, “Roman Battlefield,” 304. 
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 Williams, Homosexuality, 133.  Although see Tacitus, Ann. 13.35-36 (quoted in n.859, above). 
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 Janice Capel Anderson, “Matthew: Gender and Reading,” in A Feminist Companion to Matthew, ed. Amy-Jill 

Levine (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2004), 40-44; Amy-Jill Levine, “Matthew,” The Women’s Bible 
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audience witnesses divine power as eschatological portents appear in Jerusalem.  The soldiers, 

Rome’s front line agents of imperial domination and control, are filled with terror, unmanned, 

and undone.  Matthew’s audience sees the soldiers’ performance of imperial hegemony slip and 

the mask of Roman military invulnerability crack.  Their position is no longer unassailable, but 

relativized as readers witness the beginning of God’s defeat of Roman military power.  The next 

stages of God’s campaign are discussed in the following section. 

 

d. The Defeat of Roman Military Power (27:62 – 28:20) 

 

 The third place in chapters 26 – 28 where Matthew depicts Roman military power is 

27:62–28:20, which fall under Part VII (God’s Answer to Imperial Power) of my outline above.  

In four scenes: a) 27:62-66 (Seeking to Discredit the Empire of Heaven); b) 28:1-10 

(Resurrection and Victory of Jesus); c) 28:11-15 (Bribed Soldiers Lie About Jesus); and d) 

28:16-20 (Jesus’ Authority in Heaven and Earth), Matthew’s negotiation with the Roman Empire 

reaches its conclusion.  The expected actions of imperial agents (Pilate, elite Jerusalem allies, 

soldiers) who oppose and seek to silence Jesus are well-established by this point in the narrative.  

Appearances of a heavenly messenger and the resurrected Jesus at his tomb, however, signal that 

imperial claims over Jesus’ life and death have been negated by divine power – and that such 

claims are also relativized for Matthew’s audience.  In this section I address Matthew’s depiction 

of Roman soldiers in three places: (1) their cooperation with the chief priests and Pharisees, who 

seek to fully discredit Jesus’ followers and his work by sealing and guarding the tomb (27:62-

66); (2) their defeat by divine power in the form of a heavenly angel (28:1-4); and (3) their 

agreement to accept a bribe from the chief priests and elders and to lie about their failure to 

secure the tomb (28:11-15).  In this section I argue first that whereas the soldiers/guards 
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(u`phre,tai) who arrest and guard Jesus in Matt 26 are under the control of the chief priest, the 

soldiers assigned to guard Jesus’ tomb are under the command of the Roman governor932 – and 

that their place in this chain of command is an important aspect of my larger contention about 

Matthew’s negotiation with Roman military power.  Secondly, I argue that the way in which 

Matthew depicts these soldiers (following orders, conducting official security, defeated by an 

agent of the heavenly army, and compared to women followers of Jesus) signals the imminent 

defeat of Roman military power. 

 The first aspect of my contention is to recognize that the soldiers who appear in Matthew 

27:62-66 and 28:1-4, 12-15 are under the direct command of the Roman governor.  I argue this 

with three points from the Gospel narrative.  First, Matthew’s language recognizes that the 

soldiers in these scenes are Pilate’s to command, rather than soldiers/guards (u`phre,tai) who 

report to the high priest and Council (26:58) (discussed in Section 3.a., above).  At Matt 27:65, 

66; and 28:11 these soldiers are called a koustwdi,a (Latin: custodia), a “group of soldiers doing 

guard duty” or “a guard composed of soldiers.”933  While it is true that this noun is a functional 

description that may not directly point to the identity of the soldiers, I note that it is another 

example of Matthew’s use of a transliterated Latin loanword.  In these scenes koustwdi,a joins 

fragello,w (flágello) and praitw,rion (Praetorium) from Matthew 27:26-27 to give a distinctly 

Roman identity to these soldiers. 

 Secondly, as a Roman unit, the soldiers are commanded by Pilate (27:64; 28:14) 

throughout the final scenes in which they appear.  The need for these soldiers arises when 

Matthew pictures the chief priests and Pharisees “gathered before Pilate” (27:62) to present him 
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 Support for my contention is found in Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:655; Brown, Death, 1297; and Luz, 

Matthew 21-28, 588.  These soldiers are not necessarily identical to those who crucified Jesus, although Matthew 

wants readers to see how both are under the command of the Roman governor. 
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with a formal request to secure Jesus’ tomb.934  Previously the Jerusalem leaders brought Jesus as 

an accused prisoner to Pilate (27:1-2); here Matthew presents them again as working 

cooperatively with the Roman governor to mitigate a perceived danger to public order in the city 

(27:64).  Once Pilate hears their request to secure the tomb (27:64), he orders his soldiers to go 

with the Jerusalem leaders to help them “make it as secure as you know how” (27:65).  As he did 

previously, Pilate is again willing to deploy Roman military forces to support his allies in their 

shared goal of eliminating the threat posed by Jesus and his followers.  Pilate’s role as 

commander of soldiers has been discussed in the previous section, including the ways in which 

his soldiers follow his commands to scourge and execute Jesus (27:26-37); it is in this same 

capacity that he acts when sending his soldiers with the chief priests and Pharisees at 27:65-66. 

 The final reason that the soldiers in these scenes should be identified as Roman is found 

in their concluding appearance, when “some of the custodia” report to the chief priests about 

events at the tomb (28:11).  Upon hearing this report, the Jerusalem leaders seek to quash the 

news by offering the soldiers a large bribe to lie about what happened (28:12).  Matthew 

identifies the soldiers here as stratiw/tai (28:12), mirroring the language at 27:27, where they 

are introduced as oi` stratiw/tai tou/ h`gemo,noj (“the governor’s soldiers”).935  The chief priests 

also appeal to the soldiers by reminding them of their duty and direct responsibility to the 

governor: “If this comes to the governor's ears, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble” 

(28:14).  Taken together, these three reasons – identified by a Latin word; commanded by Pilate; 

and called stratiw/tai – support my contention that the guards at Jesus’ tomb are Roman 

soldiers. 
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 Luz, Matthew 21-28, 588, points out that the Pharisees, who have thus far been absent in Matthew 26-28, 
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 The identification of the guards at the tomb as Roman soldiers under the command of 

Pilate connects Matthew’s final scenes under consideration here with this chapter’s overall 

argument – that in chapters 26–28 Matthew is showing his audience the failure of Roman 

military domination.  This power, although it has used all the tools over life and death at its 

disposal, cannot defeat the divine power at work in Jesus. 

 Under orders from the Roman governor, the soldiers have assisted the elite leaders of 

Jerusalem in making Jesus’ tomb “as secure as you know how” (avsfali,sasqe wj̀ oi;date, 27:65) 

by placing an official mark (sfragi,santej) on the stone to seal it (27:66).936  They have remained 

on duty, guarding it until dawn on the first day of the week (28:1), when “suddenly there was a 

great earthquake (seismo.j… me,gaj), for an angel of the Lord (a;ggeloj kuri,ou), descending from 

heaven, came and rolled back the stone and sat on it” (28:2).  Matthew’s depiction of this event 

connects events at the tomb with the earlier scene on Golgotha, where eschatological signs at the 

death of Jesus lead to the reversal and downfall of the soldiers and centurion deployed there.  

The events at Jesus’ death include an earthquake (h` gh/ evsei,sqh, “the earth shook”) and the 

resurrection of the sacred dead, who appear in Jerusalem (27:51-52), causing the soldiers and 

centurion to be extremely afraid (fobe,w sfo,dra) and exclaim worriedly that Jesus is God’s Son 

(27:54).  At the tomb, soldiers from this same cohort are petrified by the earthquake and 

transfixed by the angel’s appearance: “For fear (fo,boj) of him the guards shook (evsei,sqhsan) and 

became like dead men” (28:4)937 in the very place that Jesus receives new life.  The implications 

of this fear for the soldiers include personal shame; accusations of cowardice; and possible 
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 Matthew’s vocabulary is not identical, but similar between the two scenes.  At 27:51, “the earth shook” (h` gh/ 
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punishment if their paralysis is judged by the governor as dereliction of duty.938  Matthew’s 

depiction of these soldiers failing to live up to the ideals of virtus and imperium does not, 

however, overturn such values.  Rather, Matthew’s negotiation here involves showing how 

divine power associated with Jesus overpowers and outperforms agents of the Roman empire – 

so as to replace their dominion with that of God. 

 In addition to the soldiers’ own failure, there are three other aspects of Matthew’s 

presentation that emphasize the inadequacy of Roman claims of militarily-based and -enforced 

domination.  These narrative features come in the form of characters that represent God’s Empire 

– the angel, the women at the tomb, and the resurrected Jesus himself.  Each of these characters 

contributes to defining Jesus’ victory as an initial eschatological victory inaugurated by his 

resurrection.  The interaction of these characters with the immobilized soldiers also points 

towards the imminent downfall of Roman military power.   

 First, Matthew depicts “an angel of the Lord” (a;ggeloj kuri,ou) who causes an earthquake 

(seismo,j) by descending from heaven, rolling back the stone door of Jesus’ tomb (breaking the 

official seal the soldiers have placed), and sitting down on top of it (28:2).
939

  The angel’s 

affiliation with “the Lord” (o` ku,rioj) – a reference to God – stands in opposition to that of the 

chief priests and soldiers, who appeal to Pilate as ku,rioj (27:63).940  The angel’s ability is 

portrayed in terms reminiscent of Jesus at his transfiguration (17:2) and eschatological return 

(24:27): with a “face… like lightning and clothing white as snow” (28:3), the angel is filled with 
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works to support Jesus, may also be contrasted with “the governor’s soldiers” (oì stratiw/tai tou/ h`gemo,noj, Matt 

27:27), who torture and kill Jesus. 
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heavenly power.941  Just as the soldiers are members of the cohort under Pilate’s command, this 

angel seems perhaps to be one of the “twelve legions of angels” that Jesus could call upon 

(27:53), who is now sent by God.   

 The angel’s appearance is shocking to the soldiers stationed at the tomb, and Matthew 

connects the angel’s arrival and actions with their failure to fulfill their duty: “For fear (fo,boj) of 

him the guards shook and became like dead men (evsei,sqhsan oi` throu/ntej kai. evgenh,qhsan w`j 

nekroi,)” (28:4).  Like the angels who will appear to punish the unrighteous on the day of 

judgment (13:37-43, 49; 16:27; 24:31, 36; 25:31), this angel also overpowers the soldiers who 

are members of the cohort that has scourged, mocked, spit upon, beaten, and crucified Jesus 

(27:26-36).  Matthew’s depiction thus connects the angel who appears at the tomb with those 

who will one day come with divine power to judge and punish the unrighteous (24:31); this 

judgment is prefigured at the tomb with the abject fear and death-like state of the soldiers. 

 Second, Matthew’s portrayal of the women who had travelled from Galilee with Jesus 

(27:55) stands in sharp contrast to the fate of the soldiers.  These women, unlike the male 

disciples, have not run or scattered (26:56) or denied Jesus (26:69-75) but have remained close to 

Jesus throughout the events depicted in Matthew 26 – 28.  As a group, the women have stood at 

the crucifixion and observed the eschatological events that accompanied his death (27:55-56); 

two of them, “Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Joseph” have watched his 

burial (27:61);942 and now at sunrise go “to see the tomb” (qewrh/sai to.n ta,fon, 28:1).943  The 

                                                      
941

 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:666: “The description of the angel’s garment draws upon the theophany of Dan 

7:9…, and Dan 10:6 could be the source of the description of the angel’s countenance (LXX: to. pro,swpon auvtou/ 
w`sei. o[rasij avstraph/j).”  I discuss lightning imagery in relation to the Son of Man and Roman military power at 

Matt 24:27 in Chapter 7.3.b. 
942

 At 27:61 and 28:1Matthew calls them “Mary Magdalene and the other Mary,” referring to his previous 

identification of the second Mary in 27:56.  Some scholars, based on Matt 13:35, identify Mary “the mother of 

James and Joseph” as Jesus’ mother; Davies and Allison, Matthew, vol. 3, 638, note that it is “odd that Jesus’ mother 

would be identified by something other than her relationship with her son Jesus; Luz, Matthew 21-28, 574, goes 

further, arguing that “she was certainly not the mother of Jesus.”   
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effect of such positive characterization leading up to the final scenes in Matthew’s narrative sets 

the stage for the failure of the soldiers at the tomb. 

 Janice Capel Anderson argues that the category of gender influences Matthew’s 

characterization of the women in these scenes negatively: “Although the women play an 

important part in the narrative, gender seems to prevent their identification as [full] disciples.  

They are an auxiliary group… not strangers or outsiders, but neither are they among the inner 

circle of disciples.”944  For this reason, “the exemplary behavior of women [is portrayed] as more 

of an achievement and heightens contrasts with male characters…. [The] women at Bethany, 

cross, and tomb are contained within a model that assumes male gender as a requirement for 

becoming a disciple.”945  The degree to which Capel Anderson’s argument about Matthew’s 

patriarchal assumptions is true underscores my contention about Matthew’s portrayal of the 

soldiers’ failure in these scenes.  The soldiers are not only overcome by the appearance of a 

messenger with heavenly power, but outperformed in manly courage and faithfulness by the 

women who follow Jesus. 

 Although Mary and Mary, like the soldiers, are afraid at the appearance of the angel, their 

affiliation with Jesus and therefore God’s work provides room for a reassuring command: “You 

must not be afraid” (mh. fobei/sqe u`mei/j, 28:5), and an invitation to view the empty tomb (28:6).  

In contrast to Mark 16:5 and Luke 24:3, Matthew does not indicate that the women enter the 

                                                                                                                                                                           
943

 Kathleen Corley, Maranatha: Women’s Funerary Rituals and Christian Origins (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress 

Press, 2010), 44-56, argues that purpose of this visit, according to ancient behavioral paradigms, may have been to 

care for the family dead, to weep, to sing laments, and to undertake personal mourning.  Corley, 50, refers to Matt 

11:16-17, in which public mourning practices are described.  See also Thomas Longstaff, “What Are Those Women 

Doing at the Tomb of Jesus,” A Feminist Companion to Matthew, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Marianne Blickenstaff 

(Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2001), 199, who writes, with reference to Corley, that “it was likely customary in 

early Judaism for loved ones (family and friends) to watch (i.e. to visit, dqp) the tomb until the third day after the 

death in order to confirm that a premature burial had not taken place…. Matthew portrays them as coming to visit 

the tomb to confirm the death of Jesus.”  Carter, Matthew and Margins, 544ff., argues that just as the women have 

witnessed Jesus’ crucifixion (27:55-56) and burial (27:61), they have now come to “see” (qewre,w) the resurrection 

(28:1), and do so in a variety of ways (28:6, 7, 10, 17). 
944

 Capel Anderson, “Gender and Reading,” 43-44. 
945

 Capel Anderson, “Gender and Reading,” 44-45. 
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tomb – but their courage is displayed by not running from the earthquake or the angel, seated as 

he is among the bodies of the corpse-like soldiers.  This courage is doubly evident, given the 

recent actions of the soldiers against Jesus, and the general caution that provincial women had to 

use in the presence of Roman soldiers.946  Standing attentively at Jesus’ tomb, the two women are 

entrusted by God’s messenger with news for the rest of the disciples: “he has been raised, as he 

said” (28:6).  In contrast to the soldiers’ later report of failure and dereliction of duty (28:11), the 

women hurry immediately to proclaim the good news, leaving “the tomb quickly with fear and 

great joy” (28:8).  The importance of this mission is emphasized once the women leave the tomb 

by the appearance of the resurrected Jesus, who greets them and repeats the angel’s message 

(28:8-10).   

 Mary Magdalene and the ‘other’ Mary’s role as participants in and agents of God’s 

Empire is confirmed when they approach Jesus, take hold of (krate,w) his feet and worship him 

(28:9).  In this they mirror the devotion of another (unnamed) woman who anointed Jesus for 

burial (26:6-13).  They also act in precisely the opposite way to the chief priests, elders, and their 

soldiers who take hold of (krate,w) Jesus to arrest and harm him (21:46; 26:4, 48, 50, 57).947  

Matthew’s portrayal of the two women’s joy and devotion stands in sharp relief to the response 

of the soldiers at the tomb, who are forced to lie about their experience, pretend that they fell 

asleep on duty, and then worry about punishment if their commander, the governor, finds out.948  

Likewise, the women’s acts of recognition and worship are models for Matthew’s community – 

                                                      
946

 See Chapter 5.5 on strategies women might use to negotiate Roman military presence while seeking to reduce the 

threat of sexual violence. 
947

 Carter, Matthew and Margins, 547. 
948

 Carolyn Osiek, “The Women at the Tomb,” A Feminist Companion to Matthew, ed. Amy-Jill Levine and 

Marianne Blickenstaff (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 2001), 208, notes “the contrasting reaction” of the soldiers, 

who “accepted bribes to falsify what they witnessed,” and the women, who “received the angelic message… 

including the promise to see Jesus himself in Galilee.” 
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who must perform their own acts of courage in relation to the ever-present threat of Roman 

military violence while seeking to maintain their membership among God’s people.  

 Third, Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus in 28:9-10, 16-20 reveals God has worked through 

him – by resurrection and displays of divine power – to overpower Roman military personnel 

and anticipate the ultimate defeat of Roman military power when Jesus appears as the Son of 

Man to deliver eschatological judgment (24:27-31; 25:31-33).  Although a Roman governor and 

his elite provincial allies have condemned him to death, and Roman soldiers have tortured and 

executed him, and guarded his tomb, Jesus “has been raised (evgei,rw), just as he said” (28:6).  

The passive voice underscores the divine action.  Like the earlier resurrection of the “holy ones” 

at Jesus’ death (27:52), Jesus’ resurrection is an eschatological event that reveals divine power.  

Coupled with other portents – earthquakes (24:7; 27:54; 28:2); occluded sun and moon (24:29; 

27:45); and angelic appearances that immobilize (28:4) and will destroy (13:37-42; 24:28) God’s 

enemies – Jesus’ resurrection appearance anticipates the final victory of eschatological 

fulfilment.
949

  When Jesus appears to Mary and Mary, he accepts their worship (proskune,w) as 

an exalted, royal, and transcendent figure (28:9),950 whose status places him in opposition to the 

claims of “the rulers of the Gentiles [who] lord it over them, and their great ones [who] are 

tyrants over them” (20:25).  

 The final words of Matthew’s Jesus claim imperial power: “All authority (evxousi,a) in 

heaven and on earth has been given to me” (28:18).  This language and the concepts of divine 

rulership that are associated with it have deep biblical roots (c.f. Ps. 110; Isa 9:6-7; 32:1), and 

previously have been used by Matthew to describe Jesus, his work, and his teaching (7:29; 9:8; 

10:1; 21:23-24, 27).  Jesus’ claims of authority may also be read as mimicking, opposing, and 

                                                      
949

 See also Davies and Allison, Matthew 3.632-34, 664-65. 
950

 proskune,w, BDAG, 3
rd

 ed., 882. 
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overturning the claims of Roman imperial power.  These claims have been discussed in Chapter 

3.5 under the heading of Imperial Ideology, and include such expressions as the imagery on the 

Arch of Titus which celebrates his conquest of Jerusalem and apotheosis;951 and Virgil’s Aeneid 

(1.279), which claims divine sanction for the Roman Empire, when Jupiter declares: “For these I 

set no bounds in space or time; but have given empire without end.”952    

 Throughout the Gospel, Matthew has negotiated the reality of Roman military power by 

representing capricious rulers such as Herod and Antipas; unjust and abusive application of force 

such as the angaria; ambiguously motivated imperial agents such as the centurion in Capernaum; 

and imperial elites such as Pilate (and his soldiers), and the Jerusalem chief priests and elders 

(and their soldiers) governor.  The threats of these agents will soon, in the words of Matthew’s 

Jesus, be rendered powerless when he returns as the eschatological Son of Man.  Until that day, 

Matthew’s audience can have hope and confidence because this same divine power has been 

revealed in signs at Jesus’ death and through his resurrection.  Now, Jesus’ final commission to 

his followers imitates imperial assertions: they are to go to “all nations,” claiming them through 

baptism for God’s Empire (28:19) and “teaching them to obey” all Jesus’ commands (28:20).  

This commission is itself Matthew’s final negotiation with Roman military power: his depiction 

of Jesus’ return as victorious ruler and Jesus’ followers as (non-violent) conquerors of all nations 

envisions the yet future replacement Rome’s unjust rule with the just and righteous rule of God, 

and reassures Matthew’s audience that their work will continue with Jesus’ presence and 

guidance, until their Lord returns in eschatological judgment at the “end of the age” (28:20). 

 

 

 

                                                      
951

 Claridge, Rome, 121-23.  The triumphal parades in Rome and elsewhere associated with this triumphal arch are 

described by Josephus, JW 7.96-97, 116-157. 
952

 Fairclough, LCL. 
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4. Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have argued that Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus’ arrest, suffering, death, 

and resurrection serves to frame an important message for Matthew’s audience about the 

ultimate failure of Roman military power.  I have shown how, in Matthew 26 – 28, elite leaders 

in Jerusalem work together with the Roman governor to arrest, sentence to death, and execute 

Jesus.  Their purpose is to end his perceived threat to their claims of domination and control.  I 

have argued that this work involves two groups of soldiers, who use the application of violence 

and cruelty to enforce the death sentence against Jesus.  However, although these soldiers 

succeed at killing Jesus, they expose themselves to shame and failure.  This failure – brought 

about by their terrified response to the divine actions in a series of eschatological events – 

prefigures an ultimate divine judgment upon them and all those who participate in upholding 

Roman military power at Jesus’ return as the Son of Man.  Finally, I have argued that Matthew 

emphasizes the soldiers’ failure by contrasting their paralysis with the power of the angel, the 

courage of the women, and the authority of Jesus himself. 

 For these reasons, Matthew’s narrative concludes with a hopeful vision.  The divine 

power at work in Jesus, and through which he is resurrected, also grants him “all authority in 

heaven and on earth… until the end of the age” (28:18, 20) until such time as Roman military 

power is ultimately defeated.  Matthew’s vision of the soon-to-be-fulfilled Empire of God 

imitates the claims and assertions of the Roman Empire – and yet is good news for Jesus’ 

disciples, whose ongoing negotiation with the Roman Empire is now assisted by the concurrent 

reality of God’s victorious, though not-yet-established, empire. 
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When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted.  And Jesus came and 

said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Go 

therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 

everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to 

the end of the age.” 

Matthew 28:17-20 
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 In this work I have argued that the Gospel of Matthew constructs and negotiates Roman 

military power in a variety of ways.  This construction is seen in a number of scenes throughout 

the narrative, including Herod ordering soldiers to kill infants in Bethlehem (2:1-23); Antipas 

ordering the death of John the Baptist in prison (14:1-12); Roman soldiers who abuse the 

inconvenient and resented practice of angaria (5:41); a centurion in Capernaum who approaches 

Jesus to ask for his slave to be healed (8:5-13); an eschatological vision of Roman eagles who 

are destroyed when the Son of Man returns (24:27-31); and in the arrest, trials, torture, 

execution, death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus (26:1–28:20) – in which the Roman governor, 

assisted by elite Jerusalem allies and soldiers lay hands on Jesus, seeking to silence him and end 

his perceived threat to their rule.   

 In each of these scenes, Matthew also negotiates the potential threats and dangers of 

Roman military violence, demonstrating for his audience strategies for coping with everyday life 

in Roman-ruled Syria and surrounding regions.  These strategies include avoidance, cooperation, 

acquiescence, private dreams of revenge, appeals to scripture, prayer, and worshipful devotion to 

Jesus, whose resurrection anticipates the full establishment of God’s Empire, and through whom 

Roman military power will one day be judged. 

 In Part 1, I introduced Roman military power as the ever-present context in which 

Matthew’s Gospel was written and with which Matthew’s audience coped and negotiated on a 

daily basis.  This context was presented in three chapters. 

 In Chapter 1, I set out my argument that the scope of Roman military power was far-

reaching and intrinsic to the Empire: it was the means by which Romans expanded their territory 

through conquest and pacified it under imperial rule.  This context has been neglected in much 

Matthean scholarship, which has tended to relegate it to “background” while asking questions 
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about textual history, theology/christology, and ethnicity.  These approaches, I argue, do not take 

into consideration the function of imperial structures and personnel and thus misread the ways in 

which Matthew constructs and negotiates his imperial context.  My contribution to Matthean 

scholarship lies in the foregrounding of these structures and personnel – especially the Roman 

military, its commanders, soldiers, and allies – and demonstrating how Matthew’s portrayal of 

these imperial agents includes strategies for negotiating Roman military power. 

 In Chapter 2, I described the theoretical approaches with which I read Matthew’s 

narrative.  Following the conventions of Empire-Critical readings, my methodological 

foundations are diverse, but united in their intention to question the structures and claims of the 

Roman Empire.  These theoretical approaches include the following: 

1) Sources of Social Power: Mann asserts that there are four networks of social power, 

including the political, economic, ideological, and military.  These interlocking and 

overlapping structures are the means by which societies seek to organize themselves, 

their people, and their resources.  In Mann’s thinking, the Roman Empire functioned as a 

“Legionary Economy” within which resources (food, transportation, etc.) are oriented 

around the military, which is a key means by which elite Romans maintained their rule. 

2) Social Stratification of Agrarian Empires: Lenski proposes a model for agrarian empires 

in which a ruler holds property rights over territory, people, and resources, and a small 

retainer class assists in the allocation of resources to support and maintain power of the 

ruling class.  This retainer class, which includes military personnel, serves to mediate 

relations between the governing class and the common people.  In such systems of rule, 

social mobility is rare, and usually limited to those in the ruling and retainer classes, 
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while excluding the vast majority of common people who remain tied to the land and 

agricultural production. 

3) Constructions of Masculinity: Conway and Williams draw attention to the role of gender 

in Roman social relations, proposing that hegemonic masculinity is the term most suited 

to Roman expressions of male values and virtues – including courage, valor, self-

discipline, firmness, and heroism.  These qualities, communicated in the Latin ideas of 

virtus and imperium, are both performed and constructed on an ongoing, mutually 

reinforcing basis by men and women – all of whom gain dividends through their 

proximity to the power that adheres to those at the top of Roman society who can best 

express and practice dominance over others.  One important arena in which these values 

are displayed is in military action, where domination of opponents and foreign nations is 

an important display of masculine power. 

4) Competition, Violence, and Social Boundaries: Fagan points out the role of endemic 

violence in Roman society, in such varied relationships as master towards slave, teacher 

towards students, the state towards declared criminals, and soldiers towards provincial 

residents and foreign enemies.  Andrade argues that the performance of violence among 

Greeks and Jews in Roman Syria served to highlight group boundaries, promote social 

cohesion, and enhance social position through competition for imperial status.  Carter, 

drawing on Fanon, contends that horizontal verbal violence between low-status groups is 

symptomatic of vertical pressure from imperial power – and that this is one way to 

understand some of Matthew’s angry rhetoric towards Jewish leadership that appears in 

the Gospel.  Military action thus expresses and participates in the endemic violence that 

pervaded dominating Roman power. 
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5) Public and Hidden Transcripts: Scott contends that the ideological narratives that uphold 

imperial societies contain assertions of dominance (public transcripts) by the powerful 

and acts of resistance (hidden transcripts) by those they dominate.  Non-elite members of 

such societies perform in such ways as to be outwardly compliant, but such acts are often 

ambivalent, disguised, and self-protective ways to ensure their own survival.  Acts of 

resistance by these same people are often secretive, indirect, and self-protective – so as to 

lessen the risk of exposure and direct response (often physical punishment) from the elite.  

Nevertheless, all such resistance (from full but ironic compliance to open revolt) is rooted 

in hidden transcripts that object to domination and secretly yearn for its destruction. 

6) Ambivalence, Hybridity, and Mimicry: Post-colonial theorists such as Said and Bhabha 

write of the human costs of imperialism, effects on native populations of the ideologies 

that support it, and the diverse ways native populations negotiate and “talk back” to 

imperial power.  From the experiences of colonization, native peoples are robbed of their 

identities and knowledge while colonizers seek to instill a system with different 

categories of value.  Although some native persons may participate in the imperial system 

(mimicking behavior and values, becoming hybridized versions of their previous selves, 

competing for benefits and favor), they are perpetually categorized as “other,” and the 

resulting ambivalence causes harm to the affected individuals and groups.  In such a 

setting, Dube and Sugirharajah identify native literature as a site of resistance, wherein 

the inherent instability and contradictions of imperial ideologies are exposed and 

rendered less powerful. 

I made use of these approaches in my analysis of Roman imperial structures and society, often 

reading contrapuntally and against the grain of imperial ideologies so as to reveal the perspective 



357 

 

of those, like Matthew, who were not among the elite and powerful – yet still sought to carve out 

a place in Roman imperial society for themselves and their groups. 

 In Chapter 3, I described the impact of the Roman military on the local population of 

Syria and the surrounding region.  This region, especially the capital city of Antioch, has been 

identified by many scholars (including myself) as the likely place of provenance of Matthew’s 

Gospel.  The impact of Roman military intervention in the region began in 63 BCE with the 

arrival of the Roman general Pompey and his army, which resulted in the founding of the Roman 

province of Syria and first Roman intervention into Judean dynastic politics.  While the Jewish-

Roman War of 66-70 CE is rightly seen as a traumatic and pivotal event, I emphasized the 

impact of the ongoing presence of Roman military personnel throughout the period in question 

(predating the life of the historical Jesus and post-dating the writing of Matthew’s Gospel).  This 

impact included the threat and use of violence, which took place through the deployment of 

Roman military personnel to first conquer and then pacify and rule the territory and people of 

greater Syria.  There were also economic impacts, including collection of in-kind and in-coin 

taxes; storage of grain supplies; requisitioned transport and labor; and construction of roads and 

bridges for military use.  I also argued that the presence of Roman military personnel affected 

social relationships, in particular among provincial women – some of whom formed quasi-legal 

marriages with soldiers; others of whom were forced into relationships of unequal standing as 

slaves (some of whom became domestic partners) or prostitutes (many of whom were enslaved).  

Soldiers may also have formed similar relationships with young men or boys, although there is 

little data to evaluate such relationships.  Finally, I argued that the pervasive expansion of 

imperial ideology also served to justify, support, and maintain the structures of Roman imperial 
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power.  This ideology was promulgated in a variety of media: through words, symbolic imagery, 

and space by such means as architecture, coinage, sculpture, and literature. 

 In Part 2, I turned attention to a number of passages in Matthew’s narrative, in which the 

Gospel writer constructs and negotiates Roman military power.  These scenes demonstrate a 

variety of strategies and approaches for Matthew’s audience, as they seek to cope with 

expressions of such power.   

 In Chapter 4, I argued that Herod and his son Antipas were full participants in the Roman 

imperial system.  Their rule was authorized by Rome and supported by Roman military forces – 

with whom their own armies cooperated on numerous occasions.  In Matthew’s portrayal, Jesus 

(even as an infant) and John the Baptist represent a threat to Herod’s and Antipas’ rule (2:1-23 

and 14:1-12).  Jesus is an unsanctioned “king of the Jews” and John offers public critique of the 

royal family.  The ways in which various characters in the narrative respond to Herod and 

Antipas’ command and deployment of military power reveal a few of the ways that Matthew 

suggests his readers negotiate such power: Joseph (with the help of divine guidance) flees the 

territory with his family; the infants of Bethlehem bear the cost of Herod’s orders while their 

families, lamenting, must cope with the pain of their murder; similarly, John is not able to escape 

Antipas’ executioner in prison, although his disciples (and Jesus) remain free to come and go.  In 

this, Matthew presents the dangers of imperial military power and demonstrates how his 

audience must endure it, while seeking – if possible – to avoid it. 

 In Chapter 5, I described the Roman practice of angaria, which was the requisitioning of 

forced transportation and labor from provincial residents by Roman military personnel.  While in 

theory, the use of angaria was limited; in practice, it was often abused – and was the cause of 

ongoing frustration and resentment by farmers and local provincials whose livelihoods were 
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impacted by the loss of time, labor, and even animals to predatory soldiers and government 

officials.  Next, I argued that when Matthew’s Jesus gives advice about the angaria (5:41) to his 

audience in the Sermon on the Mount, it is a counter-intuitive example of sly resistance.  Rather 

than walking one mile when forced to do so, Jesus’ hearers should reclaim initiative and their 

own dignity by walking two.  This non-violent action turns the tables on Roman soldiers and 

their oppressive, unjust law.  Finally, I noted that opportunities to enact such resistance were 

likely limited to free male hearers, rather than women or slaves – who faced additional dangers 

and constraints on their freedom to act in such a way that required public acts of cooperation.  

All of Jesus’ hearers, however, would be encouraged to comply with Roman military personnel 

so as to avoid trouble; yet also to seek non-violent and self-protective strategies of resistance in 

order to assert agency and dignity and thus lessen the dehumanizing impact of imperial 

domination. 

 In Chapter 6, I argued that Matthew’s presentation of a centurion (8:5-13) who 

approached Jesus asking for his slave’s healing was ambivalent, insofar as it is it difficult to 

ascertain the motivations of the centurion or his relationship with the slave (Benign?  Hostile?  

Functional and efficient?).  Likewise, when Matthew’s Jesus praises the centurion’s 

faith/faithfulness, his language mimics that of imperial kingship and authority.  Although healing 

is a sign that God’s reign will be qualitatively better for those on the margins of society, the 

results of this reign will not be fully manifest until imperial systems of control are replaced by 

obedience to the eschatological Son of Man’s authority.  In contrast to the following 

eschatological vision, Jesus here displays an openness to even one with opaque motives like the 

centurion – so long as he acknowledges God’s power and authority. 
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 In Chapter 7, I addressed Matthew’s eschatological vision (24:27-31) in which imperial 

eagles gather with a corpse, the Roman military defeated as the Son of Man returns with angels 

to gather the elect who are scattered across the earth.  In this vision, Matthew portrays Jesus – the 

eschatological Son of Man – as a conquering ruler or Roman general who overcomes Roman 

military power.  In the Gospel narrative, this vision is not public but hidden and available only to 

Jesus’ disciples for now.  When the Son of Man returns, however, his power – and the judgment 

of the imperial eagles – will be revealed for all to see.  The scene gives voice to the frustrations 

and indignities of living under Roman rule, and offers Matthew’s audience hope that one day 

soon God’s Empire will replace Rome’s empire. 

 In Chapter 8, I argued that Roman and Roman-aligned military personnel play an 

important role in the story of Jesus’ arrest, trials, torture, crucifixion, and resurrection (Matt 26 – 

28).  While other scholars have lifted up religious-theological topics and questions of ethnicity in 

reading these scenes, I foreground the construction of imperial military power.  From this 

perspective, the chief priests and elders and their soldiers and the Roman governor Pilate and his 

soldiers are aligned and actively work to uphold the imperial system – especially its control over 

the life and death of disruptive non-elite people such as Jesus.  Matthew’s narrative, however, 

indicates how this power will one day be overthrown by God.  Through eschatological portents, 

an angel from the heavenly army, and the resurrected Jesus, Roman military personnel are 

temporarily immobilized and filled with terror.  These events prefigure the ultimate failure of 

Roman military power and dominion, when Jesus as the eschatological Son of Man will return.  

Although Roman military power in the post-70 CE period seems stronger than ever, Jesus’ 

followers – in imitation of and guarded resistance to imperial assertions of control – can have 

confidence while they work to baptize and teach all nations to obey his commands.  Their reason 
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for assurance lies in the grant of heavenly and earthly authority to Jesus, and his ongoing 

presence with them until he ultimately returns at the end of the age.  

 In this work I have highlighted and foregrounded the Roman imperial context of 

Matthew’s Gospel, and some of the ways in which the narrative constructs and negotiates Roman 

military power.  It is my hope that I have contributed to Matthean studies in such a way that 

encourages others to take into account the ongoing presence of and regular interaction with 

Roman soldiers that Matthew’s audience took for granted, but is often overlooked today. 
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