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For most NT exegetes the study of Middle Eastern cultural factors that go into understanding the Bible is an esoteric aspiration;  though desirable, it seems all but unattainable.  But competent help is available.  Fresh off the presses in 2008, Kenneth E. Bailey’s Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes (Downers Grove: Intervarsity) culminates 60 years lived in the Middle East with this latest offering.  His premise is simple, and difficult to deny: those whose own culture and daily life are closest to the biblical world would be those most likely to understand and correctly interpret (at least the first level of meaning of) the Gospel writings.  So, Aramaic, Syriac, or Arabic commentaries ought to be taken seriously rather than relegated, as they have been for a millennium and a half, to the outer circles of source materials for Gospel interpretation.


He mentions as his own sources for exegetical work early Targums (paraphrases of Scripture in Syriac and Aramaic), ancient commentaries in Syriac and Arabic, and about a half dozen Coptic and or Arabic scholars whose work dates from about A.D. 1250 to 2006.  He refers most often to one Ibn al-Tayyidb of Baghdad (died 1043).  Ibn al-Tayyidb read Greek fluently, translated the NT from Syriac to Arabic, and wrote extensive commentaries on both the OT and the NT.  If Bailey is to be believed, the West has ignored a major biblical scholar for a thousand years.

A childhood in Egypt and 40 years teaching in Egypt, Jerusalem, Lebanon, and Cyprus contributed to Bailey’s life-long interest in the cultural backgrounds of the New Testament and his understanding of that milieu.  Best known for his twin volumes Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes (Eerdmans, 1980), he has published over 150 scholarly articles in English and Arabic, and over a half dozen books.  His writings have been translated and published in more than 20 languages.  After 40 years teaching in seminaries in the Middle East, he has taught more recently in Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, Princeton, Columbia, Dubuque, and McCormack.  Since 1997 he served as Canon Theologian of the Diocese of Pittsburgh of the Episcopal Church, USA.

This book supplies a test case for his postulate that the Gospels are best understood through the eyes of those who are native to the land and culture that was Jesus’ home.  It is neither a systematic nor a biblical theology, but rather a potpourri of exegetical insights from the Gospels.  It is organized under a half dozen headings: the Birth of Jesus (about 40 pages), the Beatitudes (30 pages), the Lord’s Prayer (about 40 pages), [three] dramatic actions of Jesus (about 50 pages), Jesus and women (about 90 pages), and the Parables of Jesus (about 150 pages).

He studies the Lord’s Prayer by comparing it with Tefillah, the daily Jewish prayers in use from Jesus’ time to our own day.  Parallels and contrasts are both noted, throwing perspective upon the Prayers as they are seen face to face with one another.  He also shows how an understanding of the Targums’ method of synthesizing several OT texts into one coherent text may lie behind and explain choices Jesus himself made, as in his explication of Isaiah 61:1-11 with interpolation from Isaiah 58:6 (and his peers’ violent reaction to it) in his hometown synagogue in Luke 4.

As much of Bailey’s contribution to our understanding comes from form analysis as from his explanations of cultural artifacts and customs.  That is, his own decades steeped in Middle Eastern poetry and literature makes him far more sensitive to the patterns and rhythms of much of Jesus’ teachings and of the Gospels’ composition than are most of the rest of us western readers.  While we may recognize “Hebrew parallelism” here and there outside the OT, Bailey’s fascination with chiastic forms of composition causes him to see it everywhere.  Not all readers will be persuaded by his presentations, but one has to admit that the implications are long-reaching.  If Bailey is correct in seeing chiastic form in all those many, many texts, then their meanings will necessarily shift.  In western logic, the strongest argument appears last;  in eastern circuitous rhetoric, the strongest argument appears in the middle, sandwiched on either side by parallel chiastic steps of first ascending, then descending, importance.

Time after time Bailey unveils original contextual clues to the meaning of phrases or events that have become so familiar to us that we allegedly miss what Jesus was actually referring to.  For example, when we hear the beatitude “Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth” (Matt 5:5), we inevitably think of the referent of “earth” as the entire inhabited planet, perhaps in the eschatological age.  Not so fast, says Bailey.  Remember that he gy (Greek for earth) is probably a translation of the Aramaic ha eretz, which in turn would, in Israelite minds listening to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, have referred primarily to “the land of promise,” that narrow strip of land between the Jordan and Mediterranean promised to the children of Abraham.  So Jesus was more likely speaking a definitive answer into the social context of the day, says Bailey, when rich plutocrat Sadducees, Herodians, zealots, and displaced poor tenant farmers argued the burning issue of “to whom does this Land, promised to the heirs of Abraham, belong?”  (page 72).  It is that question, who shall inherit it?, which Jesus answers with authority.

Impressive, and almost persuasive.  That is, until one notices that the same word for earth is used 3 more times in Matthew chapter 5, 5 times in the near context of the Sermon on the Mount, 23 times in all in the book of Matthew—always with the universal and comprehensive implications that come with being used in expressions like “the ends of the earth” or being paired often in the construct “heaven and earth.”  Nowhere in Matthew is “the land” in the limited sense suggested by Bailey invoked by the context.

Another example is when Bailey purports to bring fresh insight to Joseph’s state of mind as he learned of Mary’s pregnancy and was “disturbed” (according to the oldest Arabic translation of the passage) by it.  Bailey tries to show that this really implies anger, even wrath, a more natural supposition of the man’s state than the usual depictions of him as quietly disappointed but congenial and accepting of Mary’s condition.  But it is hard to grant credibility to such revisions of traditional understandings of the text when based on a single textual evidence.

On the other hand, when he proposes that the wise men who came from the East to honor the new born King of the Jews were Arabs, not Babylonians or Persians, he not only demonstrates that the three gifts specified are all of Arabic, not Babylonian, provenance but also shows that Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and Clement of Rome all corroborated that theory in the first and early second century.  Such revisions of long-held assumptions are welcome--when they are supported by numerous proofs.


It is heady wine to find unexplored and fresh suggestions about passages worn familiar with time and repeated exposure (what Nietzsche called “the originally clear image on the coin of expression rubbed smooth”).  But one has to carefully corroborate new findings.

This book could serve as material for an adult or student Sunday School class;  it is that lucid.  Laid out in simple format for easy absorption by readers, the author’s explanations of his findings require no formal training to follow and understand them.  He knows that Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic and so forth are unknown territory even for many readers in the guild of biblical scholars.  (That awareness is what motivates his whole oeuvre.)  So he makes the material gleaned from esoteric sources as accessible as possible.  Particularly helpful are the summaries provided at the conclusion of each chapter.  Each salient point the author has made in the course of his argument is enumerated in three to five short, clear sentences.  (But don’t skip over these; sometimes Bailey slips new material into the “summaries” that he had not introduced in the foregoing argument!)

Ever since his twin volumes Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes came out in 1980, Bailey’s reputation has continued to gain currency.  Appearing at a moment when the Jesus Seminar was beginning to flex its influential muscle, and a spate of speculative books purported to reveal the real Jesus, Bailey’s work suffered at first in academic circles from the premature judgment that it was quirky and eccentric.  His oft-repeated claims that over 15 million Arab Christians live in the Middle East, and that a whole body of Middle Eastern New Testament scholarly work has been ignored for a millennium and a half are often naturally met with astonishment, sometimes with skepticism.  But the scholarly world has vindicated many of his exegetical insights.  Rather than quirky eccentricity, his work opens a window on a whole other world of hitherto ignored biblical interpreters from the East.  He implicitly poses the simple question, who is more likely to naturally understand, identify with, and accurately explain gospel narratives—a native Middle Easterner speaking a language very close to Jesus’ maternal Aramaic, living a daily life similar to that of Jesus of Nazareth and his contemporaries, immersed in a culture very like that which forms the Palestinian background of the Gospels—or, an urban European or American living at 2000 years remove from anything remotely similar to the Gospels’ milieu?  After reading Bailey’s book, many of us will scratch our heads and ask self-evidently, “Why do we tacitly grant the role of default arbiter of exegetical conundrums to Germans, of all people?”


The insights provided by Bailey from ancient Arabic or Syriac translations and commentaries on the Gospels has been a breath of fresh air after the stale speculative aridity of much of what is called “Jesus Research.”  This most recent book may very well establish his legacy beyond dispute.  It is that good.
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