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Old Testament Background to Jesus’  Politics of Self-Abnegation 

By Mark E. Moore 

Descr iption of the Project 

Jesus appears to have been a political figure by title and action. Yet his life was marked 

by self-sacrificial service. His entire ministry, culminating in the cross, was marked by self-

abnegation, which he also persistently enjoined on all who would follow him (cf. Mk 10:45). In 

contrast to other known political figures of the first-century Mediterranean world, Jesus 

advocated humble service as a means of achieving greatness.  

This juxtaposition of self-abnegation and power is paradoxical.1 It is counter-intuitive and 

calls for an explanation; however, a satisfactory explanation has not been forthcoming. The 

problem is stated most clearly by Seeley: “The ideas of rule and service are combined in a way 

for which no clear precedent exists in the Hebrew Bible or intertestamental Judaism . . . . What is 

the background of this combination of service and rule? The question is generally given little or 

no attention.”2 In his all too brief article, he blithely sweeps away Roman political literature, 

Intertestamental literature, and Old Testament narratives, leaving only the option of Cynic 

philosophers which he deems as the foundation of Jesus’  self-abnegation. Later analysis will 

                                                 
1 Oscar Cullmann, Jesus and the Revolutionaries (trans. Gareth Putnam; New York: Harper & 

Row, 1970), 38, argues that the suffering-servant and the political messiah are, in fact, mutually exclusive 
terms. Robert Funk et al., The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus (New York: 
Macmillan, 1993) viewed the political messiah and the serving Jesus as an irreconcilable contradiction: 
“Jesus taught that the last will be first and the first will be last. He admonished his followers to be 
servants of everyone. He urged humility as the cardinal virtue by both word and example. Given these 
terms, it is difficult to imagine Jesus making claims for himself—I  am the Son of God, I am the expected 
One, the Anointed—unless, of course, he though that nothing he said applied to himself”  (33). This 
discrepancy was even noticed in secular leadership theory by Sen Sendjaya and James C. Sarros, “Servant 
Leadership: Its Origin, Development, and Application in Organizations,”  Journal of Leadership & 
Organizational Studies 9/2 (2002): 57. 

 
2 David Seeley, “Rulership and Service in Mark 10:41-45,”  Novum Testamentum 35/3 (1993): 

234. 
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question whether he opted too quickly for a Cynic source without a sophisticated evaluation of 

the literary and typological influences Jesus had at his disposal in the Hebrew Bible. But to his 

credit, Seeley is practically the only author to date to take seriously this important question of the 

genesis of Jesus’  major political impulse of self-abnegation.  

The only other author who gives attention to this same question is Gerd Theissen.3 He 

offers ancient examples of Greek and Roman rulers who supposedly acted according to the 

principles Jesus would later teach and model. For example, king Ariston, when his predecessor 

was praised for doing good to his friends and harm to his enemies, replied, “How much better, 

my friend, is it, to do good to friends and to make enemies into friends”  (Plutarch, Moralia 

218A). While this is a striking example, it still falls short of Jesus’  command and example of 

loving enemies, not just turning them into friends. Another example is when King Antigonos 

Gonatas admonished his son: “Do you not know that kingship is honorable slavery?”  (Aelian, 

Varia Historia 2.20). Again, this is an important example showing some kind of precedent for 

Jesus’  ideology of self-abnegation combined with rulership. But one wonders if king Antigonos 

ever stripped to a loin cloth and washed the feet of his royal court. Jesus did not advocate 

“honorable”  slavery from behind a velvet curtain, but actual servitude and sacrifice as a means of 

rule and achievement of greatness. Was there ever anything like that in antiquity? These and 

other examples must be fairly examined to see if Jesus did build on ancient political or 

philosophical theories of the Greco-Roman world. 

This is a crucial question, for the description of Jesus’  politics is partially dependent on 

its origin and setting. If Jesus’  ideology of self-abnegation, for instance, comes from the Cynic 

philosophers or the Roman political writers, then it has a very different thrust, interpretation, and 

                                                 
3 Gerd Theissen, “The Political Dimension of Jesus’  Activities,”  in The Social Setting of Jesus 

and the Gospels (ed. Wolfgang Stegemann, et al.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002), 239-43. 



 

 3 

application than if it comes out of the monotheistic prophets and kings of the Hebrew Scriptures. 

This becomes very apparent when we contrast modern authors who speak about Jesus’  politics. 

There are three primary (and mutually exclusive) responses to the question of Jesus’  

political ideas. First, the most common position among modern theologians has been that Jesus 

was a spiritual leader, not a political ruler and the two ought not to be conflated.4 However, as 

Powell notes: 

With regard to Jesus’  stance toward politics, scholars seem to be moving closer to 
consensus, such that discussion is not as disparate as it once was. For a time, the issue 
seemed to be whether Jesus should be viewed as a religious figure (the traditional 
concept) or as the leader of a political movement. Today, the dichotomy seems 
unnecessary, an anachronism imposed, perhaps, by Western scholars reared in societies 
that pride themselves on (supposedly) being able to separate church and state.5 

A second position, strengthened by Brandon’s work,6 is that Jesus was a social 

revolutionary of a similar order as the Zealots, perhaps not as violent, but no less committed to 

social revolution, including a reworking of governmental entities. This has been the general 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
4 Examples could be multiplied but Alan Richardson, The Political Christ (London: SCM Press 

Ltd., 1973), is standard fare: “But there was no distinctively Christian ideology or ethical system or 
political programme [sic]. If the Christian ‘way’  had been tied to any such things, it would have become 
obsolete long ago, because ideologies, ethical systems and political programmes [sic] are epiphenomena 
of the social conditions and economic systems of their own age, and they pass away when times change”   
(69). Again he says the early church “put no trust in political activism and formed no political 
programme, confident that God was in control of the affairs of the whole world and that in his wisdom he 
would consummate his age-long purpose of salvation for all mankind”  (72). 

 
5 Mark A. Powell, Jesus as a Figure in History (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 

1998), 174. 
 
6 S.G.F. Brandon, Jesus and the Zealots: A Study of the Political Factor in Primitive Christianity 

(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1967). This is not to suggest that Liberation theologians consciously 
used Brandon’s work but merely to argue that he popularized the thesis that is foundational to the praxis 
of Liberation Theology. 
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position of Liberation Theologians7 for whom social politics and theology can not be divorced 

without losing the essential thrust of Jesus’  mission and message for this world. 

A third group is represented by pacifists such as John Yoder,8 Stanley Hauerwas,9 Glen 

Stassen,10 Walter Wink,11 Oscar Cullmann12 and Martin Hengel.13 All of them extol non-

violence not only as Jesus’  methodology but also as the most effective means of cultural 

reformation. 

These three major positions have come to radically different, even mutually exclusive, 

conclusions about Jesus’  interactions with earthly politics. More importantly, their differences of 

opinion have resulted in variant praxis. The consequences are thus real and important. It is the 

position of this proposal that an investigation into the genesis of Jesus’  major political impulse, 

namely, self-abnegation, would grant added clarity with which to potentially arbitrate these 

radically different political-theological views. Although it remains to be seen, I suspect that this 

                                                 
7 Classic examples of such Liberation theologians would include Gustavo Gutiérrez, Teología de 

la Liberación: Perspectivas (Salamanca Ediciones Sígueme, 1985), José Míguez Bonino, Doing Theology 
in a Revolutionary Situation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975); Towards a Christian Political Ethics 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), and Juan Louis Segundo, Liberación de la Teología (Buenos Aires: 
Ediciones Carlos Lohlé, 1975). 

 
8 Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1972, 1994). 
 
9 Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 

1983). 
 
10 Glen Stassen, Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in Contemporary Context (Downers Grove, IL: 

Inter Varsity Press, 2003). 
 
11 Walter Wink, Jesus and Nonviolence: A Third Way (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003). His first 

chapter is a remarkable list of examples of the effectiveness of non-violent resistance forming an 
impressive argument against violent revolution solely on the grounds of pragmatic effectiveness both in 
terms of economics and loss of human life! A less known but significant contributor to this discussion is 
Andre Trocme, Jesus and the Nonviolent Revolution (Scottdale, PN: Herald Press, 1973). 

 
12 Cullmann, Revolutionaries. 
 
13 Martin Hengel, Christ and Power (trans. Everett Kalin; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974). 
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research will most likely align with a modified pacifistic understanding of Jesus, giving greater 

clarification and support to authors such as Yoder, Hauerwas, Stassen, etc.  

From this simple question of the genesis of Jesus’  political ideas of self-abnegation, flow 

a number of trajectories. First, it will be imperative to define and describe the term political as it 

relates to Jesus’  first-century Mediterranean milieu. In other words, would Jesus have been 

viewed as political in his own social world? For example, what effects would his actions of open 

commensality, announcement of forgiveness of sins apart from ritual sacrifice, or his critiques of 

the Temple and its leadership have had on his hearers? Would they have taken this as a call to 

radical social change, and would it have been sufficient grounds to have him killed? And would 

his disciples have naturally interpreted such a death as degrading or victorious? If Jesus is 

viewed as a political figure of his day, not merely a religious thinker or philosopher, then his 

words and actions have significantly different social implications for his followers.  

A second trajectory launches this investigation toward the social and political 

environment of both the Jewish nation and their neighbors. There will need to be a sensitivity to 

the Mediterranean culture of the first century to determine not only how Jesus’  political words 

and actions would have been construed, but to investigate any possible sources for Jesus’  ideas. 

It is, of course, possible that Jesus’  ideas were completely unique to him. Yet it seems more 

likely that he was affected by and understood within his native cultural world, whether that be 

his native Judaism, or the dominant (and domineering) Greco-Roman culture of the 

Mediterranean basin. Was there, in fact, any talk about the power of powerlessness? Was there 

an idea that one could gain life by losing it or win by dying? Was there a generally positive 

attitude toward humility, self-sacrifice, or self-abnegation within or without one’s kinship group?  
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A third trajectory is hermeneutical. How were the Old Testament texts and themes 

managed by the Gospel writers, by Jesus (if it is possible to discern any difference), and by other 

Jewish writers of the era? And is there a hermeneutical pattern that develops that can shed light 

to any possible understandings of Jesus about his own political career? 

Motivation for  this Research 

Self-abnegation appears to be counter-intuitive to a political career and it was such an 

essential part of Jesus’  ministry that many Third Quest scholars have either ignored or minimized 

the political aspects of Jesus. As a result, he has been described especially in terms of an 

eschatological prophet, to the neglect of real political rule. If this study can (a) show that these 

two are not contradictory and (b) that Jesus relied on his own Jewish literary world for this major 

thrust of his ministry, then we can sharpen our portrait of the historical Jesus to include more of a 

political emphasis against the background of Jewish expectations. Furthermore, as has already 

been suggested, such a political portrait would give pacifists both more historical support as well 

as, perhaps, greater clarity, in the methods by which Jesus carried out his political ideas. 

Scope of the Project 

This research falls within the scope of third-quest studies, a field with a much more 

optimistic view of knowing something about the historical Jesus and his environment than the 

previous two quests. In recent years there have been two major advances in this field. First, there 

has been an emphasis on the Jewishness of Jesus. Vermes was a pioneer in this area, with a title 

that has long since lost both its novelty and punch: Jesus the Jew.14 Since its publication, our 

understanding of the Mediterranean social world and history has grown considerably, leaving 

many of Vermes’  initial views untenable. But he started an avalanche of work in the field of 

                                                 
14 Geza Vermes, Jesus the Jew: A Historian’s Reading of the Gospels (London: Collins, 1973). 
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Jesus’  native environment. In recent years, the charge has been led particularly by N.T. Wright,15 

with a satellite of other significant voices (e.g. E. P. Sanders, J. D. Crossan, P. Meier, etc.16). 

These studies provide strong evidence that Jesus was a political figure of a Middle-Eastern sort. 

While there was no clear articulation or generally accepted template of what a Messianic King 

would look like, the three major rebellions against Rome (6 C.E., 66 C.E., 132 C.E., two of 

which bracket Jesus’  life by thirty years), indicate a widespread longing for a change of political 

scenery. The Jewish nation had a history of longing for independence and a willingness to follow 

hopeful prospects during the time of Jesus.17  Thus, it is well within the realm of possibility that 

Jesus was viewed as a liberating Messianic figure. In short, older studies of Jesus’  life portrayed 

him primarily as a religious teacher of aphorisms and parables. These newer works have brought 

to light just how socially engaged and politically inflammatory Jesus must have been. 

A second major advance has come from sociologists who have converged upon the 

Mediterranean world of the first century and shed significant light on such structures as 

shame/honor, patron/client, and individualism. The avalanche of monographs in the field is 

daunting, but sufficiently summarized within the writings of B. Malina, J. Neyrey, R. Horsley, G. 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
15 The first two books of his five-part Opus Magnum are of particular relevance: N. T. Wright, 

The New Testament and the People of God, (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992) and N. T. Wright, Jesus and 
the Victory of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996). 

 
16 Their primary works would include E.P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress; 

London: SCM, 1985), J. D. Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant 
(San Francisco: Harper, 1992), and P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, 3 Vols. 
(New York: Doubleday, 1991). 

 
17 See especially R. Horsley, Bandits, Prophets, & Messiahs (1985. Repr., Harrisburg, 

Pennsylvania: Trinity Press International, 1999) and Jesus and the Spiral of Violence (1987, Repr., 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993). 
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Theissen, and Stegemann & Stegemann.18 Their writings have provided new templates through 

which the gospel texts are often seen with new and startling clarity. In many ways Jesus ran 

counter to the major social values and called his disciples to imitate him in transforming society. 

Again, this data shows that Jesus was not an ethereal figure who can be sloughed off as a 

religious eccentric. He was culturally engaged and posed a significant enough threat to the social 

stability of the nation that he was executed.  

The first chapter will present the basic problem, locating it within the literature pertaining 

to the Jesus’  political nature. Secondly, it will look at previously proposed answers to this 

question, namely ancient Greek Kings and Cynics, to see if these answers are sufficient. 

The second chapter will argue for a methodology, increasingly common among Third 

Quest Scholars, for gaining access to the historical Jesus by looking at a paradigm of Jesus’  life 

rather than arguing for authenticity of individual statements. After these introductory chapter, the 

dissertation will be divided into three parts: A description of Jesus as a political figure; a 

description of Jesus’  preaching and praxis of self-abnegation; and an investigation into the 

potential Old Testament background of Jesus’  political idea of self-abnegation.  

Chapter three will answer the first major question: “Was Jesus Political?”  The simple 

answer is likely “ yes.”  But this needs more sophisticated articulation. To achieve an adequate 

description of the nature of Jesus’  politics, I will probe two sub-questions. (1) What did the 

political landscape of Palestine in the first century look like and what varieties of Messianic 

                                                 
18 B. Malina, The New Testament World (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2001); J. Neyrey, ed. 

The Social World of Luke-Acts (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1991); G.H.R. Horsley, and S. R. Llewelyn, 
New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity, (7 vols.; North Ryde: MacQuarrie University, 1981-
2002); G. Theissen, Social Reality and the Early Christians (trans. by Margaret Kohl. Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1992); and E. Stegemann, E. and W. Stegemann, The Jesus Movement (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1999). 
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expectations (or lack thereof) were there within such an environment? (2) Against this 

background, are here texts in the gospels that can be revisited to shed light on the political 

inclination of Jesus’  ministry? A survey will be taken of the gospel material to see how Jesus’  

preaching and praxis likely played against the backdrop of his social and political world. 

Chapter four will ask the second key question of the dissertation: How did Jesus 

demonstrate self-abnegation and did these actions and teachings impinge upon his political 

career? Because of the clear combining of the ideas of rulership and self-abnegation, Mark 

10:35-45 will receive special emphasis.  

The final question will be taken up in chapter four and five: What was the potential Old 

Testament background of the ideology of self-abnegation? This will be divided into two parts. 

First I will investigate major Old Testament themes such as the nation of Israel, kingship, and 

suffering prophets looking for interpretive options of self-abnegation that Jesus may have used in 

the development of his own political ideas. Second, I will survey major texts that show up in the 

gospels the indicate a hermeneutical bent toward self-abnegation. With each chapter it will be 

asked if Jesus could have extrapolated from his literary world the principles that he carried out in 

his political career?  

This leads to a final chapter which will be used to explore some conclusions and potential 

implications of this study on self-abnegation as a political praxis as well as to suggest further 

studies which might helpfully augment the conclusions found here.  

L imitations of the Research: This research project will be narrowed in three specific 

areas. (1) The Roman political sources examined will generally be limited to 63 B.C.E. to 135 

C.E. – from the entrance of Pompey into Jerusalem to the third great Jewish rebellion against 

Rome of Bar Kokhbah since this was the period of the greatest initial interaction between the two 
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cultures of Rome and Israel. The Greek sources will include some of the ancient kings which 

preceded Jesus as well as the Cynic philosophers that post-date Jesus. This is because the only 

two scholars who address the issue of the genesis of Jesus’  ideology of self-abnegation utilize 

these two sources. In order to interact with them I will need to address their sources. The non-

biblical Jewish sources, by and large, will be limited to intertestamental and second temple 

literature. (2) This study will not thoroughly address the issue of ethics as it pertains to pacifism 

and liberation theology. Rather, it will concentrate on the historic Jewish roots of Jesus, not the 

contextualization of his words in contemporary settings. While potential trajectories of ethics 

will be explored in the final chapter, the variety of these specific applications will be left for 

others to develop. (3) This study will not concentrate heavily on the authenticity of various 

sayings. For methodological reasons, which will be argued for in the introduction, I will rather 

utilize a paradigm approach rather than a minimalist approach (of source, form, and redaction 

criticism). Allison’s amended criteria will be followed: (a) It supports the major paradigm (which 

for Allison is an eschatological prophet), (b) if Christian tradition seemingly struggled with it, (c) 

if it would be difficult to explain its emergence in a post-Easter period, (d) if it matches Jesus’  

known rhetorical or didactic style.19 

Methodology &  Resources: This Historical Biblical Studies project will be synthetic in 

that it will attempt to investigate Jesus’  ideas from three sources: historical data about politics; 

sociological data about the Mediterranean world; and literary data (particularly from the OT) as a 

potential source for Jesus’  political ideas, given his social and historical milieu. This synthesis of 

data will hopefully lead to a description of Jesus’  political praxis of self-abnegation. 

Proposed Supervisor : Dr. Peter Penner. 

                                                 
19 Dale C. Allison, Jesus of Nazareth: Millenarian Prophet (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 

52-53. 
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Working Outline: 

I. Introduction  
A. Statement of the problem & Literature Review 
B. Potential sources: 

1. Roman sources 
2. Greek sources 
3. Non-biblical Jewish sources 

C. Limitations 
II. Methodology 

A. Can we know Jesus’  intentions? 
B. Paradigms of Jesus 

III. A description of Jesus’  political orientation 
A. Definition of “political”  as applied to a first century Palestinian environment 

1. What “politics”  encompassed 
2. Historical conditions of Palestine in the first century 
3. Potential Messianic expectations  

B. Gospel themes indicating political dimensions of Jesus’  life and ministry 
1. Kingdom preaching 
2. John the Baptist 
3. Healings and exorcisms 
4. Disciples and “The Twelve”  
5. Open commensality, forgiveness, and Jubilee: Tax collectors, “sinners”  and 

Gentile inclusion 
6. Isolated sayings: swords, taxes, oracles of judgment 
7. Political actions – triumphal entry, cursing the temple, last supper, messianic 

acclamations, resurrection 
8. Trials and crucifixion 
9. Opinions of others: birth narratives, Acts, and post-NT era.  

IV. A description of Jesus’  teaching and praxis of self-abnegation  
A. Reversal in the Kingdom of God 
B. The company of the Kingdom 
C. Statements of Jesus’  implying self-abnegation 
D. Cross talk 

1. The disciples’  cross 
2. Jesus’  cross, with special emphasis on Mark 10:35-45 

V. OT themes in the life of Jesus 
A. The nation of Israel 
B. Kingship 

1. Moses 
2. David 

C. Prophets 
1. Elijah 
2. Jeremiah 

VI. O.T. Texts 
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A. Isaiah 53 
B. Psalm 22 

VII. Conclusion 
A. Implications of this research 
B. Suggestions for further research 

 

Timetable:  

I  Introduction & II Methodology: Initial Draft, August 15, 2005. 

III B Gospel Passages on political dimensions, March 1, 2006. 

III A Definition of Political, May 2006 

IV A & B Self-Abnegation, August 2006.*  

IV C Cross Talk, December, 2006.*  

IV OT themes, May 2007.*  

I Intro, Greco Roman Sources, August 2007.*  

I Intro, Jewish Sources, December 2007. 

I Literature Review rewrite & II Methodology rewrite, August 2008. 

V Conclusions and Implications, December 2008 

*These represent dates of my Sabbatical. 
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