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Introduction

The Jesus of History and the Challenge of Faith

r-r::Challenge of Faith: We would like to start with a confession or two.1 ;~~ authors of this work are both Christian. Thus, with respect to
the question of worldview, we both embrace Christian theism-but not
always comfortably so. In terms of full-time vocation, one of us (Greg)
is the senior pastor of a local church; the other (Paul) is a professor of
theology at a Christian university. Nonetheless, intellectually speaking,
faith has not always come easily for us. In fact, at different times in our
lives, we have each found ourselves seriously questioning aspects of our
Christian worldview. In these times, the question forces itself: Why did
I ever find this belief to be credible?

Let those who are entirely without doubt cast the first stone! It strikes
us that if what Christians believe about Jesus is rooted in reality and not
wishful imagination, allowing one's faith to squarely face the difficult
questions can't be a bad thing. \\thy should truth ever fear critical ex
amination? In fact, critical examination of one's belief system is the only
recipe we know to prevent self-delusion or unthinking, cultic fanaticism.
Nor should anyone find it surprising that a Christian pastor and a Chris
tian professor occasionally find themselves facing troubling questions
about their Christian beliefs. Think about it! We are asked to believe that
the Creator of the universe became a human by being born to a virgin,

II



12 Introduction

complete with an angelic chorus announcing his arrival. We're asked to

believe that this man healed the sick, gave sight to the blind, made the
lame walk, cured lepers, walked on water, turned water into wine, and
multiplied food to feed thousands. Most shockingly, we're asked to believe

both that this man was the long-awaited Jewish Messiah-the very em
bodiment of God-and that he died on a first-century Roman cross and
then rose from the dead! One might ask, "How can any thinking person
find it easy to accept such claims?"

TIleJesus Dilemma: Factual History or FictiolUl! Legend? Several decades

ago, C. S, Lewis posed his now-famous "Jesus trilemma": "You must make

your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a mad

man or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at
him and kill him as a demon; or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord
and God."] Some have pointed out, however, that this trilemma works

only if Jesus actually made the sort of claims about himself recorded in
the New Testament Gospels. In other words, before one can legitimately
consider Lewis's trilemma, one must first wrestle with a prior dilemma;
Is the basic portrait of Jesus offered in the Gospels a faithful reflection
of the Jesus of history? Or is it largely a legendary fabrication spun out

of the imaginations of the early Christians?
For many people in our contemporary, Western culture, it is a lot easier

to accept that the portrait(s) of Jesus found in the Gospels is legendary
than it is to accept that it is historical.2 After all, when most people read

similar stories-stories that include reports of the supernatural-about
other religious figures (Krishna, Buddha, etc.), they generally assume
the story is largely, if not entirely, a fictitious legend. The question then

is naturally raised: Why should anyone think things are different with

the story of Jesus?
But here is the interesting thing-and this is really what this book is

about. As we have seriously asked ourselves this question again and again
over the years, the authors of this book have found ourselves coming back
to the conclusion that the Jesus story is different! While it is possible to

explain many of the miraculous exploits of other religious figures as mere
legends, we have found it very difficult to explain the Jesus story this way.
Yes, we confess the story itself can initially seem implausible. But we have

found that, if you honestly examine all the evidence, trying to explain the
story as merely legendary is even more implausible.
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In all honesty, a main reason the authors of this book continue to profess
faith in Jesus is because we cannot with integrity account for the evi
dence without concluding that the Gospel presentation ofJesus is deeply
rooted in history. Of course, our faith is not entirely based on historical
evidence. As we shall explain in chapter 12, our faith, like everyone else's
faith (whatever its object), is also rooted in personal experience and deep
intuitions of the hean. Still, if the Jesus story wasn"t as solidly rooted in
history as we've found it to be, we would, in all likelihood, still believe the
Jesus story is the most beautiful legend ever told-but we wouldn't base
our lives on the conviction that the story actually happened. This book was
'Nritten to share with lay readers why its authors have repeatedly come
to this conclusion. But before we begin to set forth our case, we need to
make five preliminary comments that will set the stage for our project.

lOur thesis. As the title of this book suggests, we are interested in
whether the historical evidence supports the conclusion that the portrayal
of the earthly Jesus found in the New Testament Gospels is historically
accurate or whether it supports viewing this portrayal mostly as a fictional
legend. OUf thesis is that, if considered with an open mind, the evidence
strongly supports the conclusion that the portrayal ofJesus within the Gospels
is historically accurate,

To be more specific, our thesis is that, if one remains genuinely open
to the historical possibility that the Gospels' portrait of Jesus is generally
reliable-that is, if one doesn't assume at the start that the story can't be
reliable-.---.one will find many compelling reasons for concluding that this
portrait of Jesus is the most hiswrically probable understanding available.
In addition, we believe that the historical evidence is such that it can serve
as a central part of the intellectual basis that warrants a person going on
to accept the Gospels' claim that Jesus is the saving Son of God and to

commit his or her life to him as Lord.
2, \t\t1tat we are not doing, Second, and closely related to our first point,

it is important for readers to notice that we are only claiming the evidence
demonstrates that it is more probable than not that the Gospels' portrait
of Jesus is rooted in history, and thus that it is not merely legendary. We
are not claiming the historical evidence proveSlvith absolute certainty that
every aspect of the Gospels' portrait of Jesus is historically accurate. And
we certainly are not claiming the historical evidence can prove that Jesus
is the divine and sovereign Lord of alL This might leave some readers
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disappointed. They might have hoped that we were going to prove the
Gospels are 100 percent historically accurate, that Jesus is Lord, and,
perhaps, that the Gospels are divinely inspired.

But you see, no one can prove these sorts of things on strictly historical
grounds. By its very nature, historical research can only offer conclusions

of probability-never cerminty. This is the case because, however strong a
historical argument is, no one can travel back into the past to verify with

certainty its historical claim. For example, although virtually everyone agrees
that Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon, Hannibal crossed the Alps, and
George Washington crossed the Delaware, each of these historical claims

is a matter of probability-not absolute certainty. Thus, because of the
existence of historically possible alternative scenarios and the impossibility
of time-travel, historians can only make claims at the level of probabilities.
To be frank, anyone who claims to be able to "prove with absolute certainty"

a historical claim has forgotten the inherent limitations of the historical
enterprise and the finite and always fallible nature of human knowledge.

Additionally, historical research alone cannot prove articles of faith (e.g.,
''Jesus is Lord," or "the Gospels are divinely inspired"). This is why they

are called articles offaith. The most that historical research can do is to
demonstrate that having faith in these matters is---or is not-reasmwble.
To put the matter simply: Although we are both Christian theologians by
training, in this book we are involved in an exercise in hisrorical inquiry, not
Christian theology. Thus, in this book we will not directly be considering

theological articles of faith such as the claims that the Gospels are divinely
inspired or the claim that Jesus is the divine Lord of all. However, we are
convinced that the conclusions of our historical project in this book do have

a direct bearing upon such theological questions. Specifically, we believe
that the historical evidence plays an important role in demonstrating that
placing one's faith in Jesus as Lord-that is, Jesus as he is presented in
the Gospels-is an appropriately reasonable response.

3. The "Legendary-Jesus Theory:' Throughout this work we shall be
engaging a certain scholarly perspective we label the "legendary-Jesus
theory." With this label we are not only, or even primarily, referring to the

small minority of radical scholars who believe the Jesus story is entirely a
legend (or myth), though the label certainly includes them.' Rather, we
are primarily referring to scholars who hold that the portrait of Jesus in

the Gospels is substantially legendary-hence not substantially rooted in
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history. More precisely, we include in this group all who conclude that the
substance of the Gospels' witness to Jesus making divine claims, doing
supernatural deeds, and rising from the dead is legendary. Our goal is to
demonstrate that historical evidence does not support this view, It rather
supports the view that it is more likely than not that these and other
aspects of the Gospel story are rooted in history.

4. Our intended audience. We have vvritten this book for critically minded
laypeople. We believe the material we will be reviewing is much too im
portant to be kept within the walls of academic scholarship. For some, we
hope this book will provide a solid intellectual foundation to the faith they
already embrace. For others, we hope this book will compel them seriously
to consider accepting that the Jesus story is rooted in history and thus to
consider accepting the Gospels' theological interpretation that Jesus is
Lord and, subsequently, to commit themselves to following him.

In any case, we have written this book for the interested layperson and
have thus attempted to keep it as brief and as readable as possible with
out overly compromising the quality of the scholarship. If some readers
desire to explore certain issues raised here in a more thorough manner,
we encourage them to consult our more academic (and much longer')
coauthored book, The Jesus Legend; A Case for the Historical Reliability
of the Synoptic Jesus Tradition. 4

5. The outline of this book. Finally, it may help for readers to have a
general sense of how our argument will unfold, We divide our work into
two parts. In part I, "Jesus, History, and Legend-Making," we evaluate
an assortment of arguments legendary-Jesus theorists put forth to make
their case that the Jesus story found in the Gospels is not solidly rooted
in history. Some of the questions we'll be addressing in this section are

• Must a historian using the historical-critical method assume that
all reports of supernatural occurrences are legendary? That is, is a
critical historian ever warranted in drawing the conclusion that it's
more probable than not that a report of supernatural occurrences
is rooted in history?

• Was first-century Palestine an environment that was conducive to
the evolution of a legend about a miracle-working God-man?

• Is the Jesus story unique, or is it significantly similar to various
myths and legends we find in history?
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• What do we make of the (alleged) silence about the earthly Jesus
in Paul's letters, which were written before the Gospels?

• The Jesus story circulated primarily in oral form for decades before
the Gospels were written. But how well are oral traditions able to
preserve historical material over such a time period?

In part 2, "The Gospels and Ten Tests of Historical Reliability," we
sharpen OUf focus on the Gospels themselves. Treating the Gospels the
same as we would any other ancient writing, we apply ten criteria his
torians customarily use to evaluate the historical reliability of ancient
documents. One distinctive aspect of our assessment is the conviction
that recent findings by scholars who study orally oriented cultures have
a significant bearing on our estimation of how the Gospels stand up to

critical scrutiny. Hence, we shall weave findings from "orality studies"

into our application of the ten questions historians typically ask of ancient
documents. These questions are

I. Do we possess copies of the ancient work that are reasonably close

to the original?
2. Did the work intend to communicate reliable history, or was it

intended to be read as fiction?
3. Was the author of the work in a position to record the history he

or she claims to report?
4. How much did the biases of the author affect his or her historical

reporting?

5. Do the works include the kind of detail that tends to accompany
reports that are rooted in eyewitness testimony?

6. Does the work incorporate material that is "self-damaging"-that is,

material that works counter to any bias the author seems to have, and
thus material one might have expected the writer to leave ouO

7. Is the work self-consistent or consistent with other works that report
on the same events?

8. Are the events recorded intrinsicaJIy believable or unbelievable?
9. Is there any other literary evidence that impacts our assessment of

the document under examination?
10. Are there any archaeological findings that either confirm or under

mine the claims made by the document under examination?
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Following this, we will conclude our book by exploring the relationship
the Jesus story has to legend and myth in generaL Paradoxically, though
we'll spend the entire book arguing that the Jesus story cannot plausibly
be regarded as a legend or myth, in chapter 12 we'll argue that there is an
important sense in which this story constitutes the very essence of myth.
Indeed, we'll argue that discovering the "mythic" quality of the Jesus story
serves to further confirm its historicity.

Our hope is that this book informs readers about the current state of
scholarship on issues surrounding the historicity of the Gospels' Jesus
story while demonstrating the case for accepting this story as substantially
historical, not legendary. In this way we hope to persuade some readers
of the reasonableness of placing their faith in Jesus Christ as Lord.
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Jesus, History, and Legend-Making

I n part I we critically assess several major arguments legendary-Jesus
theorists put forth in support of their claim that the Gospels' portrait

ofJesus is substantially legendary. Perhaps the most fundamental reason

many scholars conclude that the Gospels' portrait of Jesus is mostly, if
not entirely, legendary is that it depicts Jesus as performing supernatural

feats. Legendary-Jesus theorists generally assume that supernatural events

do not occur and thus assume that any writings that contain accounts of

supernatural occurrences must be, by definition, either myth or legend.
In chapter I we consider the widespread assumption within Western aca

demic circles that supernatural events do not-in fact, cannot---occur.

Myths and legends typically are created to express certain cultural

convictions and meet certain social needs. This is why the process of

legend-making can almost always be explained sociologically. The ques

tion is, Can the Gospels' portrait of Jesus as a miracle-working divine man

most plausibly be explained in this way?

Some legendary-jesus theorists argue that first-century judaism
had come under the influence of the surrounding Hellenistic (Greek

influenced) pagan culture to such a degree that it would be natural for a

legend of this sort to arise. Thus, they assert that this story can be explained

19



20 Jesus, History, and Legend-Making

purely sociologically-that is, without supposing that Jesus actually made
the divine claims or did the supernatural deeds the Gospels attribute to
him. We will consider this claim in chapter 2.

Another major line of argumentation put forth by some legendary-Jesus
theorists-particularly by those who hold that the story has no foundation
in history whatsoever-is that little if any historical information about
Jesus can be found in the Jetters of Paul (which were written prior to the
Gospels). In fact, some scholars maintain that Paul didn't even think of
Jesus as a recent, historical figure. Rather, he viewed Jesus as a cosmic
figure who redeemed the world in the celestial realms or in the distant
past. In chapter 3 we will examine the case these scholars make for a
mythic or legendary Christ on this basis.

Another common reason given for viewing the Jesus of the Gospels as
substantially legendary is that the story about Jesus parallels other myths
and legendary tales, Myths about dying and rising gods were common in
the ancient world, it is claimed. Legends about heroes who were born
of a virgin, were almost killed in early childhood, and so on, have been
common throughout history. And history affords us other examples of
charismatic individuals who purportedly performed miracles and gained
a following of worshippers. In chapter 4, therefore, we will examine the
argument that these parallels provide evidence that the Jesus story is not
unique and thus should be considered mostly, if not entirely, legendary.

Finally, virtually all scholars agree that material about Jesus primarily
circulated by word of mouth among the early Christian communities
prior to the writing of the Gospels. Those who hold that the Gospels'
portrait of Jesus is substantially legendary uniformly hold that these oral
traditions were very unreliable. Hence, it is claimed, the Jesus story was
progressively distorted as the early Christians added fictional elements
while telling and retelling it. Drawing on a wealth of findings from various
disciplines concerned with orality studies over the last several decades,
we shall assess this perspective on oral traditions in chapter 5.



1
Miraculous Claims

and the Critical Mind

Can Intelligent People
Still Believe in the Supernatural?

~e Gospels present Jesus as making divine claims, performing inI ~redible miracles, and rising from the dead. I According to the New

Testament, this is what convinced the earliest Jewish disciples that he
was the Son of God. But this is also the most fundamental reason many
contemporary New Testament scholars, as well as others, find it hard to
accept that the Gospels are historically reliable. We in the Western world
have all been influenced by the naturalistic worldview that arose out of
the scientific revolution and the intellectual Enlightenment that followed.
The naturalistic worldview holds that everything that happens can in
principle be explained by appealing to laws of nature. Miracles, therefore,
are ruled out of court. To the extent that we've been influenced by this

worldview, we intuitively find it difficult to accept as factual reports that
contain miracles. We're inclined to dismiss them as legends.

A good percentage of New Testament scholars today accept this natu
ralistic worldview, which is why so much of contemporary New Testament

21
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scholarship is spent trying to explain in naturalistic terms how the portrait
of Jesus as a supernatural figure found in the Gospels came into being.
Burton Mack expresses the firm conviction of many when he writes, "The

emergence of Christianity and its literature can be understood without
recourse or caveats with regard to miracles, resurrections, divine appear

ances, presences, or unusual charismatic phenomena:'2 So too, Robert
Funk, the founder of the famous (or infamous) Jesus Seminar, argues that

"the notion that God interferes with the order of nature ... is no longer
credible.... Miracles ... contradict the regularity of the order of the phys

ical universe.... God does not interfere with the laws of nature." Given
this assumption, he has no choice but to contend that "the resurrection
of Jesus did not involve the resuscitation of a corpse. Jesus did not rise
from the dead, except perhaps in some metaphorical sense."\

John Dominic Crossan agrees when he concludes his discussion of
the biblical account of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead by saying,
"I do not think this event ever did or could happen. .. I do not think
that anyone, anywhere, at any time brings dead people back to life."· In
short, these aspects of the Jesus story may be mythologically true-that
is, true in the sense that they express longings and intuitions of the
human heart-but they cannot be accepted as historically true. The as
sumption of naturalism rules this option out, and it lies at the heart of
the legendary-Jesus hypothesis.

As we shall see throughout this book, providing a plausible naturalistic
explanation for how some of the specific supernatural aspects of the por
trait of Jesus found in the Gospels came into being is no easy endeavor.
But before we examine these attempts, we need to critically assess the
assumption of naturalism that drives them. There are at least five objec
tions that can be raised against this assumption.

An Unwarranted Assumption

First, while every modern person of course grants that the world gener
ally runs in accordance with natural laws, on what basis can anyone argue
that it does so exhaustively-that is, without there ever being exceptions
to these so-called laws? The absolute rejection of miracles isn't really a
cmulusion that is based on evidence or on reason-for neither evidence
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nor reason could warrant such an absolute conclusion. It is, rather, an

assumption-a presupposition of the naturalistic worldview-pure and
simple.

Holding to this or any other assumption in an uncritical, dogmatic man
ner doesn't coincide well with a critical, open-minded enterprise. As the

great philosopher of history R. G. Collingwood argued, to the extent that
one·s research and findings are rooted in a priori dogmatic assumptions,
such research can't be considered critical (or, in his terms, "scientific")

scholarship.5 More specifically, the goal of scholarly historical-critical

research is to draw probabilistic conclusions on the basis of evidence,
not assume certain conclusions (such as, "everything can be explained in

natural terms") prior to an open investigation of the evidence.

Of course, since we all agree that events generally happen in accor
dance with natural laws, it makes sense to prefer naturalistic explanations

over supernatural ones, all other things being equaL But this is quite
different from assuming at the outset that all events must be explained

in naturalistic terms. A more open-minded, scholarly approach would be
to hold that, if all available natural explanations become implausible, we

should consider explanations that go beyond the known natural laws that
describe how the world generally operates.

The "Laws" of Nature

Second, as we saw above, naturalism holds that everything can be ex
plained by appealing to natural laws. Framing the issue in terms of "laws"

has given some the impression that they are rules nature must obey-which

is in part why many scholars conclude that miracles are impossible. Our
second objection to this naturalistic perspective, however, is that this

understanding of the laws of nature goes beyond anything science can
determine. A natural law is a description of what we generally find in the

world, not a prescription for what we must find in the world. Hence, while

a supernatural event is an exception to the regular operations of nature,
it does not violate an inviolable law of nature, as some maintain.

This point is especially relevant in light of twentieth-century scientific

advances, for throughout the last century we have discovered that the

supposed laws of nature are generally probabilistic. For example, quantum
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physics has taught us that there is an element of randomness pervading
everything at a subatomic level. We can describe the behavior of quantum
particles (or waves) in general terms, according to Schrodinger's equation.

But, as a matter of principle, we cannot predict exactly how any given

particle will behave.6

Among other things, this means that the solidity of the things we ex
perience every day (e.g., the book you're reading, the chair you're sitting

on, the hand that holds up the book) is probabilistic. As a matter of fact,

the book, chair, and hand are actually losing and acquiring particles every
moment. It's just that our sensory faculties can't detect this subatomic
activity. If the majority of quantum particles of the book, chair, or hand

randomly acted at the extremity of their possible behavior-that is, their
least probable but still possible behavior-the book, chair, or hand would

completely disintegrate. Fortunately, while the behavior of single particles
embodies an element of randomness, the behavior of large groups of
particles is very predictable. And so, you needn't worry about anything

spontaneously disintegrating.
Our point is that we now know the world runs on probability. \Vhat we

call "laws of nature" are simply descriptions of maximally probable behav

ior. And in this light we can see how unwarranted it is to claim that the
laws of nature rule out the possibility of extraordinal)' events-including

miracles.

The Principle ofAnalogy

The naturalistic approach to history has been buttressed in academic
circles by what has come to be known as "the principle of analogy,'" The

basic idea is that all understanding-whether it be of people's behavior or
of natural events-is rooted in analogies drawn from our own experience.

What bears no analogy with our own experience is utterly incomprehen

sible to us. So, the reasoning goes, our understanding of the past must
be by analogy with our experience of the present. And since (it has been

assumed) we have no experience of the supernatural in the present, we
must of necessity try to understand all aspects of history without appeal

ing to the supernatural. Our third objection to the anti-supernaturalism

of the naturalistic worldview is that the argument against the possibility
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of miracles on the basis of the principle of analogy is seriously flawed.
Consider two arguments.

I. Even if, for the moment, we grant that modern people never experi
ence miracles, it doesn't at all follow that we can't analogically understand
what a miracle would be like. Among other things, a miracle is an event
that has a nonphysical cause. What's so difficult about analogically un
derstanding this?

Indeed, far from having no analogy in our present experience, it could
be argued that we experience events with nonphysical causes every time
we make a free decision, Some materialists may believe all free decisions
are nothing more than physical effects of previous physical causes, but
this is not how they-or any of us---experience our own free decisions.
We experience our decisions as free precisely because we don't experi
ence them as exhaustively detennined by previous physical causes. We
experience ourselves as free to the extent that we experience possibilities
as being up to us-not antecedent physical causes-to resolve.

Regardless of what one believes about freedom, this experience of
freedom provides an analogy for understanding what a miracle would be
like, even if a person hasn't personally experienced one, And if we can
analogically understand what a miracle would be like, we can conceivably
confront evidence that would make it reasonable to conclude that one
has in fact taken place.

2. If the principle of analogy were applied consistently the way it is
applied when certain historians rule out the possibility of miracles, we'd
have to conclude that people who rule out the possibility of anything
sufficiently beyond their own experience are thinking reasonably. But
this is clearly wrong. To illustrate, just because people who have lived
for centuries in tropical rainforests have never experienced anything like
snow, it doesn't follow that we should conclude they're thinking rationally
(let alone critically and scientifically) if they concluded on this basis that
snow doesn't exist!

Here again science provides an excellent illustration, No one has ever
experienced anything that has both particle and wavelike properties. We
can't picture such an entity. And yet, since the early twentieth century,
physicists have had to accept-on the basis ofevidence-that light has just
these properties. Anyone today who would dismiss such claims because
he or she has no analogy for such a thing in his or her own experience
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would not be regarded as thinking rationally. The point is, we must follow

the evidence, even if it leads us to postulate things for which we have
no clear analogy in our experience. Perhaps it's time we applied some of
this insight to the way we think historically.

The Experience of the Supernatural Today

A fourth fundamental problem with the modern rejection of the pos
sibility of miracles is that, while certain Western scholars may not experi

ence miracles, many people in the West and around the globe do! Hence,
while these scholars may (mistakenly) believe they have nothing in their

experience to help them analogically understand a supernatural occur
rence in the past, they cannot justify their claim that modern people in
general have no analogy by which to understand supernatural occurrences.
Step outside one slice of academic Western culture and you find that the
world is full of reported experiences of the miraculous l

For example, throughout history and even today the phenomenon of
demon possession and exorcism is quite common.a We find eyewitness
reports of people levitating, things flying through the air on their own,
bodies contorting in ways seemingly impossible to explain in natural
terms, and the like. So too, throughout history and even today people have
encountered (or at least are convinced they have encountered) angelic or
demonic presences as well as healings and "coincidences" they believe
to be supernaturally caused.ry

In this light, it is clear that the claim that modern people don't experi
ence the supernatural is simply Mong. 'What these scholars mean when
they make such claims is that no one experiences anything these scholars
would grant is supernatural. It is on this basis that they then argue that
modern scholars can't admit the supernatural into their understanding of
the past. But this is a clear case of circular reasoning. ("Circular reason
ing" is where a conclusion is used as a premise to justifY the conclusion.)
These scholars assume that supernatural occurrences don't happen. On
this basis they dismiss all present and past reports of supernatural oc
currences. And from this they conclude that the world always operates
according to natural laws. But notice, they only conclude this because
they presupposed it at the start. If one doesn't presuppose supernatural
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events never occur, and if one therefore takes reports of supernatural oc
currences seriously, one will find there is plenty of evidence both in the
present and from the past that supernatural events do in fact occur.

An Example of Ethnocentrism

Finally, the rejection of the possibility of miracles is not only circular,
it's ethnocentric. That is, it is rooted in an assumption that a certain ethnic
perspective-namely, the modern, European, academic, naturalistic per
spective-is superior to all others. AWestern scholar could not as a matter
of principle dismiss the experience of the supernatural throughout history
and in most cultures even today unless he or she assumed at the start the
superiority of his or her own modern, naturalistic view of the world.

Interestingly enough, an increasing number of Western scholars in a
variety of fields are beginning to see the ethnocentric prejudice of this
dogmatic, naturalistic stance. Especially in the area of ethnography (the
study of ethnic groups), Western scholars are increasingly acknowledging
that their own naturalistic worldview has no right to claim superiority
over the worldviews of the people groups they're studying-almost all of
which allow for, and experience, supernatural occurrences.

Along these same lines, many ethnographers are now realizing that one
can only truly understand the worldview of a people group by viewing it,
and experiencing it,from the inside. So, for example, while Western ethno
graphers in the past have typically dismissed accounts of the supernatural
found in other cultures as being the result of their "primitive," unscientific
imagination, these scholars are now saying that Western scholars have
to take these accounts seriously and as potential challenges to their own
naturalistic assumptions. 'o

The results of this paradigm shift have been quite startling. Ethnogra
phers are discovering that non-Western ways of looking at and experienc
ing the world often disclose aspects of reality missed by the naturalistic,
Western worldview. II Most significantly, a number of these specialists are
discovering for themselves that the supernatural is real! 12

It seems to us that those critical scholars who reject the possibility of
miracles carte blanche need to learn from these contemporary ethnogra
phers and realize how ethnocentric their dogmatic anti-supernaturalistic
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stance is. While many modern Western people may have trouble accepting

the possibility of miracles, a truly critical scholarly approach should lead us

humbly to concede that this difficulty may be nothing more than a liability

and limitation of our own culturally shaped worldview. Rather than assume

the superiority of our worldview, we should, when the evidence calls for it,

allow the experience of other people in other cultures and at other times
to call the absoluteness of our own worldview into question.

Conclusion

As noted above, we grant that, whether one is researching a past or a
present occurrence, if it is possible to plausibly explain it in naturalistic
terms, it sMuld be explained in naturalistic terms. After all, the world
does generally operate according to certain regular principles. What we
deny, however, is that we should be dogmatically committed to naturalistic
explanations, regardless of how implausible they become. If we remain
aware that the laws of nature are descriptive and probabilistic and that the
naturalistic worldview is as socially constructed as anyone else's, we may
at some point encounter evidence that leads us to consider the possibility
that something has occurred that can only be explained by appealing to
supernatural forces.

Throughout the remainder of this book, we shall contend that the evi
dence surrounding the Jesus tradition is just such an instance. We shall
argue that the purely naturalistic explanations given by certain scholars
for the rise of this story are less plausible than the explanation the Gospel
authors themselves provide-the supernatural elements included. If one
remains genuinely open to the possibility that the Jesus story is generally
rooted in history, we contend that they will discover the Jesus story is
most probably rooted in history.
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A Most Unexpected Legend

How Paganized Was First-Century
Palestinian Judaism?

L egends are generally created to express certain social convictions and
meet certain social needs. This is why the process of legend-making

can almost always be explained sociologically. The question is, can the
Gospels' portrait of Jesus as a miracle-working God-man be explained
in this way? If it can be exhaustively explained by appealing to social
convictions and needs present in the first-century Jewish Palestinian
environment out of which it arose, then the legendary-Jesus thesis begins

to gain in plausibility. If, however, we cannot easily explain the story in
such a fashion, then we must seriously consider the possibility that it is
rooted in actual historical events. I

We know that myths and legends about miracle-working gods inter
acting with humans, and even about humans becoming "divine," were

quite common in the ancient Greco-Roman world, as they are in many
other cultures. These stories expressed and reinforced the socio-religious
political beliefs and convictions of many Mediterranean peoples of the
time. We also know that, beginning with Alexander the Great (fourth cen
tury Be), there was an intense effort on the part of Greco-Roman rulers

29
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to Hellenize (make Greek-like) all people groups under their authority.
They wanted all of their subject nations to absorb Greek culture, religion,
education, and so on.

Now, because they believed in the one Creator God, Jews typically
resisted polytheistic, pagan stories about gods interacting with humans
and/or humans becoming divine. In years past, this led many scholars to

conclude that the location of the eventual paganization of Christianity

could not have happened on Jewish soil. It was thought that as the Chris
tian movement spread out from Palestine ioto the wider Mediterranean
world, Gentile converts retained some of their polytheistic heritage, mixing
it in a syncretistic fashion with the Judaism of the early Jesus movement.
In this perspective, the idea that Jesus was divine is seen as a later pagan
ized aberration of the original Jewish Jesus movement.

In recent years, however, this perspective has been seriously called
into question. The reasons for this reassessment are several. First, the
specific arguments of the alternative perspective in which an attempt
was made to show early Christian borrowing of pagan religious ideas
have now been shown to be seriously flawed. Second, the clear evidence

of the rapid speed with which the worship of Jesus arose within the early
Christian communities counts against the first view. In fact, it appears
that we can trace the pattern of worshipping the risen Jesus as Yahweh
God back even to the first Palestinian Jewish followers of Jesus. Third,
these Jewish followers were ardent monotheists, as the New Testament
documents themselves clearly reveal (e.g., 1 Cor. 8:4; I Tim. 2:5). Larry
Hurtado plainly summarizes the evidence:

Both the chronological and the demographic data make it extremely dubi
ous to attribute the level of devotion to jesus that characterized earliest
Christianity to syncretistic influences from the pagan religious context.
Devotion to jesus appears too early, and originated among circles of the
early jesus movement that were comprised of--or certainly dominated
by-jews, and they seem no more likely than other devout [monotheistic]
Jews of the time to appropriate pagan religious influences..!

This recognition has led some legendary-Jesus theorists to take another

look at first-century Judaism as a possible conduit for the paganization
of early Christianity. Aber all, at this point in history, Palestine was ruled

by Greek-influenced Roman rulers. Thus, some argue, we have good
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reason to conclude that the Jews of the first century may well have been
Hellenized--even paganized-to the point where they, too, could have
naturally imagined and disseminated a legend about a miracle-working
divine man. Hence, some legendary-Jesus theorists argue that, while Jesus
may (or may not) have existed and while aspects of the Jesus story may
(or may not) be rooted in history, the religious claims of this story that
seem to run counter to Jewish creational monotheism can be explained
sociologically by appealing to the influence of the surrounding pagan
environment upon Palestinian Judaism itself.

Evidence That First-Century Jews Were Significantly
Hellenized

1. At Qumran on the Dead Sea, a library of works was discovered, most
likely deriving from a Jewish group known as the Essenes. The library has
come to be known as the Dead Sea Scrolls, and it dates to just before the
time of Jesus. What is interesting for our purposes is that the library con
tains several magical/astrological texts-practices that were popular among
non-Jews of the time but that were prohibited by the Jewish Scriptures.
Some argue that this is proof that at least some Pal6tinian Jews around
the time of Jesus had become significantly paganized.

2. A number of synagogues excavated in Palestine have been found
decorated with zodiac symbols. For example, at Seprhoris a mosaic was
discovered that depicts the god Dionysus riding a donkey, a depiction of
Dionysus in a drinking contest with Heracles, and several bronze figurines,
possibly of Pan and Prometheus, as well as a bull. These are definitely not
things one would expect traditional, monotheistic Jews to have included
in their synagogues! Similarly, an ancient synagogue unearthed at Tiberias,
on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, had a floor mosaic of the Greek god
Helios surrounded by a twelve-month zodiac wheel. J Some scholars argue
these findings reveal the surprising extent to which Jews at the time of
Jesus had absorbed Greco-Roman religious culture.

3. Some ancient Jewish literature just prior to the time of Jesus as
cribes to certain angels and even humans attributes that were traditionally
reserved for Yahweh alone. Some scholars argue that this suggests that
Hellenism had "loosened up" the monotheism of the Jews of this time.
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This loosening up can perhaps explain how first-century Jews could evolve

a legend about a miracle-working divine man whom they came to worship

as the embodiment o£Yahweh,

4. Finally, some Jewish texts make references to certain people being

divine, even calling them "divine men," just as many pagan texts do. To

the thinking of some scholars, this reveals that there was a precedent for

the early Christian practice of referring to Jesus as divine. 4

On these grounds, many scholars argue that first-century Jewish culture

provided a social environment that was as conducive for a legend about a

miracle-working divine man as the broader Greco- Roman pagan culture.

While later Jews would come to be appalled by a story of a divine man,
let alone by the practice of praying to or worshipping this divine man,
Jews around the time of Jesus were not-which is why it is possible to
explain the Gospels' story of Jesus along purely sociologically motivated
legendary lines.

Taking a Closer Look

We admit that the case for viewing first-century Jewish culture as sig
nificantly Hellenized looks rather impressive at first glance. In fact, with
respect to a number of cultural aspects, it was! We shall argue, however,
that when it came to religious matters, virtually all of the evidence sug
gests first-century Palestinian Jews as a whole vehemently resisted pagan
influences. We will now consider each of the four pieces of evidence for
a paganized first-century Judaism.

1. It is true that we have discovered magical and astrological texts among
the Dead Sea Scrolls. This fact, however, does not necessarily mean the
Essenes endorsed them. For example, it is certainly not the case that any
given scholar today endorses all of the ideas in every book in his or her
library! But even if the Essenes did endorse them, we need to bear in
mind that the Qumran community was hardly representative of Jewish
culture at large around the time of Jesus. They were an isolated, esoteric
group who held a number of beliefs and practices other Jews rejected.
More specifically, since magic and astrology were associated with fatal
ism in the ancient world, it may be that the Essenes used these texts to
support their idiosyncratic views of predestination.
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2. It is true that several Palestinian synagogues have been unearthed
that contain pagan symbols. But it is also true that none of this evidence
dates before the third century AD-and most of it derives from later
than thaL; As such, these findings tell us nothing about the beliefs and
practices of Jews in the first century. Even apart from this, however, many
scholars argue that these pagan symbols were likely devoid of religious
significance, being used merely for decorative and calendar purposes.1)
Consider the fact that we in the West use a calendar that names days and
months after pagan deities, but this hardly means we share the ancient
religious faith in these pagan deities.

3. It is true that some religious texts prior to the time of Jesus occa
sionally refer to angels and humans in terms commonly used in connec
tion with Yahweh. But it is also clear that in none of these texts is the
creational-monotheistic line of distinction between the Creator and all
other beings ever broached.

In this respect it is important to remember that ancient Jews never
denied the existence of powerful "gods" (Le., angelic beings) alongside
Yahweh. The Old Testament is filled with references to heavenly beings,
some of whom carry out Yahweh's will, others who fight against it. What
defined Jewish orthodoxy, however, were the convictions that there is
only one Creator God, no "god" is as powerful as the one true God, and
no "god" should ever be worshipped other than the one true God. While
the religious literature in the period leading up to the time of Christ oc
casionally exalts beings other than Yahweh, never do they compromise
the traditional conviction that Yahweh alone is Creator, and never do
they cross the line of advocating worship of these spiritual beings.' These
texts thus provide no precedent for the remarkable way early Christians
speak about and worship Jesus.

4. It is true that certain Jewish texts refer to "divine men." But, as
Carl Holladay and others have demonstrated, it is also true that the
Jewish use of this phrase was significantly different from its use in a
pagan context. More specifically, Jews did not use this term to ascribe
literal divinity to a person. It rather was used to refer to a godly person
or to one whom God used in extraordinary ways.s As Holladay's me
ticulous research reveals, the Jews were repulsed by the notion that
a human being could be, in any literal sense, divine-and thus a rival
ofYahweh.9
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Jewish Resistance to Hellenistic Religious Influences

We see that the case for viewing first-century Jewish culture as open
to pagan religious ideas is not nearly as impressive as it may have first
appeared. But it grows even weaker when we consider other evidence

that the Jews of the first century tended to resist pagan religious ideas
and remained true to their monotheistic tradition.

To begin, recent research suggests that the influence of Hellenism on
most indigenous cultures under Greek and Roman rule was largely superfi
cial. The pressure to confonn to Hellenistic ideals often altered the veneer
of indigenous cultures (e.g" architectural styles, entertainment, art, dress),
but it rarely affected their traditional worldview or religious beliefs. 10 In
deed, in some instances, the influence of Hellenism actually seems to have

strengthened the traditions and beliefs of these indigenous cultures. I I

This seems to have been especially true of ancient Jews. In fact, some
evidence indicates that Jews actually became more conservative in their
monotheistic religious convictions precisely because they were surrounded

by pagan culture. For example, Sardis was a thoroughly Hellenized city
populated primarily by non-Jews. Yet, as A. T. Kraabel has established,
all archaeological indications are that the Jews in this locale grew more

strongly conservative precisely because they were surrounded by pagan
culture. 12 Their disgust for the surrounding paganism apparently intensi
fied their commitment to their monotheistic convictions.

There is some evidence that this strong resistance to Hellenism among
Jews at Sardis was not uncommon. For example, we know that Roman

emperors customarily excused Jews from the civilian obligation of wor
shipping national deities and being involved in national pagan religious

activities. Moreover, they often printed special coins without the imprint
of the emperor's face in regions heavily populated by Jews because these
obviously monotheistic Jews regarded this as making a "graven image" (and

thus violation of the second commandment), and it offended them. So
too, throughout the Roman Empire, "Jews refused to honor gods, shrines,
and cults other than their own."u

Such things clearly suggest that the Jews of the first century were

holding fast to their monotheistic convictions. As a number of scholars
have argued, it suggests that, at least as it concerns the Jewish religion,

Hellenism did not influence first-century Jews in the direction of com-
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promise; if anything, it influenced them in the direction ofdeepening their

convictions. 14 Hence, according to these scholars, it is quite unlikely that
first-century Jews would be inclined to accept elements of paganism or
compromise their strict monotheism to any significant degree. l

,>

The Intense Creational Monotheism of First·Century
Palestinian Judaism

If this much is true of first-century Jews in general, it is even more
characteristic of Palestinian Jews in particular-a point that is most sig
nificant inasmuch as this is the specific locale in which Christianity
was birthed. The evidence that first-century Palestinian Jews remained
strongly monotheistic and Torah-centered in their beliefs is overwhelm
ing. Consider the following lines of evidence:

1. Josephus, who is our main literary source for first-century Judaism,
depicts Palestinian Jews at this time as faithful to their traditional
monotheistic beliefs and practices. In

2. In all of the archaeological sites in the Palestine area to date, pagan
temples are completely absent l17

3. Ceramic wares found in Galilee are carved from a distinctive soft
chalk limestone. This type of vessel was held by Jews to meet ritual
purity requirements and is found only in Jewish sites. 's

4. A noticeable number of affluent Galilean homes contained a
miqwaoth (ritual bathing pool), indicating that Jews continued to
honor the practice of ritualistic bathing. 19

5. In contrast to most pagan sites, Galilean excavation sites reveal a
consistent lack of pork bones, indicating that the Jews of this locale
honored the Levitical prohibition on eating pork.20

6. The burial sites in first-century Palestine are generally distinctly
Jewish, allowing for bones to be collected and placed in a box (an
ossuary) some time after the interment.21

7, Unearthed coins minted in Palestine in the first century tend to
be free of visual representations, suggesting the Jews of this time
were offended by "graven images"-hence, that they were deeply
committed to following the Torah.22
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It thus seems that, whatever inAuences Hellenism may have had upon
the surface veneer of Jewish culture in Palestine, it did not in any notice

able manner affect their core religious convictions. The population as a
whole remained 'Torah-true in religious orientation:'21

A Most Unexpected Myth

In light of these facts, it seems we cannot easily explain the creation of
the Jesus story the way we typically explain the creation of pagan legends

of the time. Indeed, far from expressing beliefs and meeting needs in their

culture, as legends typically do, the Jesus story runs directly counter to
certain fundamental aspects of its Jewish environment.

Most importantly, this story involves the claim that a man-a contem
porary man no less-is to be worshipped as God. Nothing could have been

more antithetical to first-century Judaism than this claim! Yet this claim

lies at the center of the Jesus story. If first-century Palestinian Jews were
naturally going to produce a legend, it seems clear that it would not have

looked anything like this one. But there are other surprising, radically
countercultural aspects to the Jesus story as well, For example:

1. Jews were generally expecting a messiah who would be an inspiring
human leader and would liberate them from Roman rule. Instead of

this militant, political messiah, however, the Jesus story centers on

a God-man who allows himself to be crucified by the very enemies
he is supposed to overthrow! If it is not rooted in history, what

explains this surprising--even oxymoronic by first-century Jewish

standards-new story about the messiah?
2. Jews were generally expecting a messiah who would reinforce the

religious establishment and keep the Jewish traditions blamelessly.

Yet Jesus's main opponents were from among the religious estab
lishment, for he did not meticulously honor Jewish traditions. Ac

cording to the Gospels, Jesus's entourage consisted of far more
sinners, prostitutes, and tax collectors than it did people in good

standing with the religious establishment. We might also note the

unprecedented honor Jesus showed to women-including women
of ill-repute-throughout his ministry. If they are not rooted in his-
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tory, what explains these unusual, countercuhural aspects of the

Jesus story?
3. A<; N. T. Wright has shown, while many Jews looked forward to a

general resurrection of the dead at the end of time, no one in the
first century was expecting an individual to rise from the dead in
the midst of the "present evil age."!4 If it is not rooted in history,

what explains this completely new concept that lies at the center

of the Jesus story?
4. Whereas myths and legends tend to turn their founders into he

roes, the Gospels consistently present the disciples as very average,
if not at times exceptionally dull. This remarkably realistic, self

deprecating feature of the Gospel narratives is, we suggest, further

evidence of their historicity.

The Explanation of the Earliest Disciples

Legends do not generally arise in contradiction to fundamental convictions
held by the culture of those who create and embrace them. Yet if the Jesus
story is largely a fictitious legend, this is exactly what we must suppose hap

pened. We submit that the initial historical implausibility of this supposition

should be enough for us seriously to consider alternative explanations.
One such explanation is the one given us by those who first told the Jesus

story. It is simple and straightforward, and it explains all that needs to be
explained-though it requires that we accept the reality of the supernatural.

In essence, the earliest disciples tell us that they report what they do about
Jesus (despite its conflict with their own cultural/religious expectations)

because this is how things actlwlly happened. Most importantly, they tell
us they believe Jesus is the Son of God and worship him as Lord because,

though it violates some of their most fundamental Jewish religious cOll\fic
tions to do so, his life, teachings, miracles, and resurrection convinced

them. According to Luke, this is in essence what Peter proclaimed in the
first Christian sermon when he preached, "Jesus of Nazareth [was] a man

attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God

did through him among you, as you yourselves know.... God raised him
up, having freed him from death, ... and of that all of us are witnesses"
(Acts 2:22, 24, 32).
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This line of conviction is what we find throughout the New Testament.
The faith of the earliest disciples was based on God's attestation through
"deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God did through him," If this
depiction of the earliest disciples is rooted in hist0l)', we can begin to un
derstand how some of their most basic religious and cultural assumptions
were overturned, how they came to worship Jesus as the embodiment
of Yahweh, why their story is full of countercultural elements, and why
they were willing to stake their lives on these claims. However, if this
depiction is not rooted in history, we are left with questions as to how and

why a legend such as this ever arose within the religious environment of
first-century Palestinian Judaism.
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"Long, Long Ago and Far, Far Away?"

The Question of Paul and the Historical Jesus

M yths and legends are generally told about events that occurred in
the relatively distant past-"once upon a time; long, long ago; and

far, far away." Remarkably enough, the Jesus story is not at all like that.
It is located squarely in recent history ("recent" from the perspective of

the people telling the story). The Gospels tell us Jesus was born when
Augustus was emperor, Quirinius was governor of Syria, and Herod was

king of Judea. And Jesus was crucified when Caiaphas was high priest and
Pilate was governor. These are very public figures who were household
names among Palestinian Jews in the early to mid-first century, not long
before the Gospels were written.

Historical markers such as these make explaining the Gospels' portrait
ofJesus as merely legend difficult. If it's hard to account for how a legend
about a God-man could arise amongJews in first-century Palestine in the
first place, it is much harder to explain how it arose as quickly as the Jesus
story allegedly arose-and in the same geographical region as the events
it claims to report. VVhatever else we say about the Jesus story, therefore,
it seems it was not a story about someone who lived "long, long ago and

39
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far, far away." To the original hearers it was, rather, a story about a person

who lived very recently and in a nearby region.

The Witness of Paul

The problem of explaining away the Jesus story as largely legendary
is exacerbated further when we consider that the Gospels aren't even

the earliest Christian writings we possess. I Rather, the earliest record of
what followers of Jesus believed comes from the apostle PauL While most

scholars date the four Gospels between AD 70 and 100 (see chapter 7),
Paul's letters were Mitten between the early 50s and early 60s,~ What
we find in these writings is truly remarkable.

From Paul we learn that the earliest Christians-most of whom were

at this time Jews like Paul himself-worshipped Jesus as "Lord" (e.g.,
Phil. 2:9-11). For first-century Jews, this title was equivalent to "Yah
weh" when used in religious contexts. In Paul's letters we also discover
that the earliest Christians prayed to Jesus as God (see, e.g., 1 Cor. 1:2;
2 Cor. 12:8-10), referred to Jesus as God (Rom. 9:5; Titus 2:13), and
ascribed to Jesus many attributes and activities of God.' These earliest
Christians also believed that Jesus was crucified for their sins and was
then resurrected from the dead (e.g., 1 Cor. 15:3-8). All this was believed
about a man who had lived and died just two decades earlier.

VVhat's also clear from Paul's writings, however, is that the earliest
Christians didn't start believing these things about Jesus two decades
after Jesus lived. To the contrary, most scholars agree that a signifi
cant amount of the material Paul is passing on to his congregations,
including his material on the resurrection and much of the material
that most strongly affirms Christ's deity, has a creedal form to it. That
is, it is traditional material that had already become somewhat formal
ized by the time Paul refers to it. This means that this material must
have been circulated among the Christian communities a good while
before Paul received it and passed it on. Thus, the two-decade window
shrinks conSiderably. In the end, there appears to be very little time for
the fictitious development required by the legendary-Jesus thesis. In the
words of Richard Bauckham, "The earliest Christology was already the
highest Christology.4



"Long, Long Ago and Far, Far Away?" 41

How are we to explain this? Almost immediately after Jesus lived, we
find multitudes of Jews (and later Gentiles) coming to accept-against
some of their religious culture's most fundamental presuppositions-that
a human being is Lord, God, Creator, and Savior of the world, New
Testament authors give us their own explanation for how this most un
expected faith came about. Jesus's extraordinary life and miracles and
especially their experience of him after his death convinced them of this
interpretation. He was a man "attested to you by God ... with deeds of
power, wonders and signs" (Acts 2:22 ). If they are telling us the truth,
the puzzle is solved. But if we are unwilling to accept their explanation,
what plausible alternative is available)

Paul and the Cosmic Savior

Appreciating the difficulty this poses for the legendary-Jesus theory,
some legendary-jesus theorists have proposed a radical solution. What
if Paul didn't believe that Jesus was a recent historical figure after all? In
this view, Paul had a religious experience of some sort that he identified,
for whatever reasons, as an encounter with Jesus (I Cor. 15:8). But the
jesus he came to believe in and preach was a cosmic redeemer figure in
the spirit world, not a recent contemporary in history. His view of jesus
was thus something along the lines of the savior deities we know ancient
mystery religions embraced: ..1 being who lived and redeemed the world
"once upon a time, long, long ago and far, far away."

VVhat then a,re we to sayabout the Gospels, each of which portrays jesus
as living, dying, and rising in recent Palestinian history? These scholars
argue that this historicized version of the Jesus story was, in its entirety, an
intentional fabrication. In essence, these scholars argue, Mark (who most
scholars believe wrote the first Gospel) took Paul's cosmic "once upon a
time" savior figure and robed him in a fictitious historical narrative. The
other Gospel authors followed suit. They thus made it look like Jesus, the
cosmic savior of the world, lived very recently-when Herod was king of
judea, Quirinius was governor of Syria, and so forth.

The argument is clever and removes the difficulty of explaining
how a legend of a God-man could arise so quickly among first-century
Jews. Not only this, but these scholars argue that a close reading of
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Paul's writings supports their position. They argue that Paul's letters
are devoid of any historical specifics about Jesus. G. A. Wells, for ex

ample, argues,

IPaul'sjleuers have no allusion to the parents of Jesus, let alone to the

virgin birth. They never refer to a place of birth.... They give no indica

tion of the time or place of his earthly existence. They do not refer to his

trial before a Roman official, nor to Jerusalem as the place of execution.

They mention neither John the Baptist, nor Judas, nor Peter's denial of his

master.. . These letters also Failla mention any miracles Jesus is supposed

to have worked, a particularly striking omission, since, according to the

gospels he worked so many.'

On this basis, these adherents of the Christ myth theory argue that the
only Jesus Paul knew of was "a divine presence in Christian communities,
bestowing revelation and guidance, a channel to God and to knowledge
of spiritual truths."b In other words, these considerations suggest that

the Jesus of Paul and the earliest Christians was little different from the
various deities worshipped and experienced within other ancient pagan

mystery religions.
The argument is clever, but does it hold water~ In what follows, we

shall argue that there are problems with the view that the Gospels are

historicized fictions, problems with the position that Paul saw Jesus as
a nonhistorical, mythical savior who lived and redeemed the world in
the distant or cosmic past, and even problems with the claim that Paul's

writings lack any historical specifics about Jesus's life.

Could the Gospels Be Historicized Fiction?

There are at least seven major problems with the contention that the

Gospels can be understood as historicized fiction:

1. To begin, as we will show in chapter 6, the Gospels simply do not
read like a fictional genre of literature. To the contrary, they give

us many indications that they genuinely intend to report reliable
history. What is more, as we'll see in part 2 of this work, they pass
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all the standard tests scholars usually apply to ancient documents

to ascertain a general historical reliability.

2, We have to wonder why the authors of the Gospels would want to

create a new, fictionalized Jesus story. \\That was their motivation?

Remember that by the time these authors were writing their ac"

counts, Christians around the Roman Empire were being tortured

and put to death for their faith. (Nero launched the first Roman

persecution in AD 64.) So what could these authors have thought

they or their readers would gain by fabricating and embracing this

fictional story?
3. Regardless of why one imagines the Gospel authors would write

these fictional accounts, we have to wonder why any early Christian

would have accepted them as true. We're being asked to accept that

for decades early Christians believed in a Jesus who lived "long,

long ago and far, far away," and then, quite suddenly, Mark and the

other Gospel authors presented a new Jesus who purportedly lived

in the very recent past. Why would these early Christians, who had

much to lose by being wrong, accept such a notion?

4. We have to wonder how these authors thought they could have

gotten away with creating a fiction situated in the recent past and

in such close geographical proximity to their audiences. We must

remember that Jewish religious authorities had a vested interest in

putting an end to this movement, which they considered to be a

dangerous sect. If the story these authors were telling was false, it
seems it would have been relatively easy to expose it as such,

Consider that, even with a most liberal dating of the Gospels

(approximately AD 70 to 100, see chapter 7), some of the Gospel

authors' contemporaries would have been alive at the time when

they were allegedly fabricating their historicized fictions. Not only

this, but as we have said, these authors wove their story around a

number of well-known public figures-people like Caiaphas, Herod,

and Pilate. Would not such name dropping have made their story

extremely vulnerable to falsification? Interestingly enough, however,

while Jewish and Gentile opponents of Christianity offer many

arguments against this new religion, no one in ancient history ever

accused Christians of making the whole thing up. Indeed, no one in
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the ancient world disputed that Jesus existed or that he performed
extraordinary feats (more on this in chapter 10).

5. To accept the version of early church history offered by these
legendary-Jesus theorists, we must also accept that the version of
church history given in the book of Acts is largely false. While it

would take us too far astray to discuss this matter in this work, there

are many reasons to conclude that the book of Acts is a remarkably
reliable piece of ancient historiography. 7 All of these considerations

are also reasons for rejecting this and every other version of the
legendary-Jesus thesis_

6. This understanding of the Gospels as fiction completely ignores

the role that writing plays in orally dominant cultures. As we'll see
throughout part 2 of this work, it is of paramount importance that we
remember that writing was not the primary means of communication

among people in the first century. Rather, information was passed
along primarily by word of mouth. This is what we mean when we
refer to it as an "orally dominant"--or "orally oriented"--culture

(which is significantly different from an exclusively oral culture in
which writing does not yet exist).

A host of studies done over the last several decades on orally
dominant cultures has demonstrated that writing plays a very differ
ent role in these cultures than it does in "literary cultures"--cultures

in which writing is a primary means of communication. In literary
cultures such as our own, novelty and innovation in literature is

valued. In orally dominant cultures, however, it is generally frowned
upon. The primary purpose of writing, rather, is faithfully to re
express--or activate-an established oral tradition. ~

In this light, the idea that the Gospel authors would have been
inclined to come up with a new, fictional story of Jesus must be
judged as seriously suspect. Among other things, it is a largelyanach·
ronistic notion. It imagines the Gospel authors as something like
modern authors of fiction, writing within a literary, rather than an
orally oriented, culture.

7. Finally, and closely related to this, recent orality studies have sug
gested that oral traditions-particularly relatively recent, religiously

oriented traditions-in orally dominant contexts tend to be quite
resistant to change in terms of the essential components. As we



"Long, Long Ago and Far, Far Away?" 45

will discuss in more detail in chapter 5, oral performers (or "tra
dents")-those who regularly recite oral traditions for their com
munities-are allowed a certain amount of flexibility in how they
recite traditional materiaL But if the oral performer alters anything
of substance in the tradition, members of the community customar
ily interrupt and correct him or her.~ Hence, the suggestion that a
fictional writing from an anonymous author could have overturned
established oral traditions about Jesus in the early church must
be judged as massively improbable. This is simply not how orally
dominant cultures tend to operate.

Paul and the Recently Resurrected Jesus

There are also serious problems with the contention that Paul viewed
Jesus along the lines of the savior deities found in ancient mystery re
ligions-beings who lived and redeemed the world "long, long ago and
far, far away."

I. The very suggestion that a first-century Jew like Paul would have
been open to being influenced by religious ideas found in ancient mys
tery religions is problematic. As we saw in chapter 2, Jews were, on the
whole, resistant to pagan religious ideas. Their religious tradition was
rooted in historical events and ran directly counter to the sort of "once
upon a time in a supennundane region" mythical thinking that charac
terized mystery religions. If Paul knew about any of the "once upon a
time" savior figures fOllnd in ancient mystery religions, we have every
reason to assume he would have viewed them as just another example
of heathen depravity.

For this reason, we Ihust conclude that the notion that Paul. a former
Pharisee, propagated a flew religion modeled after these pagan religions is
highly improbable. But the improbability is increased even further when
we consider that we don't have any clear evidence that mystery religions
even existed until the late second or early third century. Drawing conclu
sions about the religious environment of first-century Palestine on the
basis of evidence from Other locations that date one to two hundred years
later is anachronistic, to say the least. It is rooted in baseless speculation,
not historical evidence.
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2. The argument that Paul believed in aJesus who lived "long, long ago

and far, far away" conflicts with the fact that Paul refers to James, who was

still alive at the time of Paul's writing, as "the Lord's brother" (Gal. 1: 19).

Clearly, if Paul knew the brother of Jesus was still alive when he was writ

ing, he must have believed Jesus was a very recent contemporary.
Those who insist Paul viewed Jesus as a cosmic redeemer figure in

the distant past attempt to argue that the phrase "the Lord's brother"

refers not to Jesus's biological brother but to "a small group or fraternity
of Messianists .. zealous in the seJVice of the risen one."lGThere were a

number of subgroups within the early church with different designations,

they argue, and one of them was known as "the brothers of the Lord."
The response is far from compelling, however.

It is true that, at least at Corinth, there were subgroups within the early
church who aligned themselves with certain people-e.g., Paul, ApoJlos,
Cephas, and Christ (I Cor. 1:11-13). But there's no evidence any group
was called "the brothers of the Lord." Not only this, but it is important
to realize that Paul chastised the immature Corinthians for having such
cliques. We have every reason to conclude, therefore, that if there had
been a group that identified themselves as "the brothers of the Lord,"
Paul would not have acknowledged it as a legitimate group by identifying
an individual (james) with this designation. There is, then, no reason to
interpret "the Lord's brother" in any sense other than biological, which
means Paul indeed viewed Jesus to be a recent contemporary.

3. The notion that Paul viewed Jesus as a cosmic savior who lived in the
distant past seems to directly contradict Paul's list of those Jesus appeared
to in 1 Corinthians 15:3-8. These eyewitnesses were contemporaries of
Paul, and most of them, including the apostles, were still alive at the time
of Paul's writing (see v. 6). Since Paul obviously believed Jesus appeared
to various people in the recent past, it seems very reasonable to conclude
he believed Jesus lived, died, and rose in the recent past.

Not so, argue some legendary-Jesus theorists. While Paul believed
Jesus appeared in the recent past, they argue, he nevertheless viewed
him as living, dying, and rising in the distant past. In other words, these
scholars postulate an indefinitely long period of time between Jesus's life,
death, burial, and resurrection, on the one hand, and his appearance to the
eyewitnesses Paul lists, on the other. We do not see that this suggestion
has any merit to it----other than the fact that it helps relieve legendary-
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Jesus theorists of the burden of explaining how a fictional legend about
a contemporary Jew being the embodiment of Yahweh could have arisen
so quickly within first-century Jewish culture.

The fact that Paul lists James, the Lord's brother, as one to whom
Jesus appeared is enough to refute the suggestion, But even beyond this,
inserting an indefinite period of time between Jesus's life, death, and
resurrection, on the one hand, and his appearance to the people Paul lists
in 1 Corinthians, on the other, is completely unnatural to the text. Paul
simply states that Jesus "died for our sins, ... that he was buried, and
that he was raised on the third day, ... and that he appeared to Cephas,
then to the twelve," and others (w. 3-5). The passage gives the clear
impression that Paul is describing a closely connected nexus of events.
Inserting a virtual epoch between "raised on the third day" and "he ap
peared" strikes us as a desperate ad hoc hypothesis created for the sole
purpose of salvaging the theory that Paul viewed Jesus as a figure who
lived "long, long ago and far, far away."

4. Finally, in 1 Thessalonians 2:14--16 Paul identifies the Jews who
"killed the Lord Jesus" as the same ones who were presently hindering
Paul and his colleagues from preaching the gospel. This suggests that Paul
believed Jesus lived, died, and was resurrected in the recent past.

Those legendary-Jesus theorists who argue that Paul believed Jesus
lived in the distant past attempt to get around this difficulty by insisting
that these three verses were inserted into this letter by a tater editor. But
there is simply no compelling evidence for this conclusion. All extant
ancient copies of 1 Thessalonians contain these verses. Some try to make
their case by arguing that the syntax, vocabulary, and even the theology
of this passage is not characteristic of Paul, but none of these arguments
are particularly compelling, as we have argued elsewhere. I I

The Lack of Historical Specifics about Jesus's Life

We've seen there are problems with the contention that the Gospels
are historicized fictions as well as with the contention that Paul believed
Jesus lived in the distant past. But what are we to make of the claim that
Paul's letters lack any reference to details about Jesus's life? Two broad
points may be made.
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First, it's important to remember that all Paul's letters were written in

response to particular problems with which individual congregations were
struggling. We thus shouldn't expect to find instruction on the details of

Jesus's life and teachings unless doing so would have helped solve one of
those specific issues for a congregation. In this light, it shouldn't surprise
us if Paul didn't have much occasion in any of his extant writings to review

many of the details of Jesus's life such as we find in the Gospels.
At the same time, there are good reasons to suppose that Paul and his

congregations knew at least the basic facts ofJesus's life. Indeed, once we
accept that Paul's message was centered on a man who lived just a few
decades earlier, it's extremely difficult to imagine how he could have made

his message compelling to people without such information. How could

his potential converts not have wanted to know about the person they were
being asked to surrender their lives to and put their lives at risk for)

This point takes on even more force when we realize that Paul held up
Jesus's life as the model for everyone to imitate (I Cor. II: 1; 2 Cor. 8:9;
10: I; Rom. 15:2-3; Eph. 5; 1; PhiL 2;5-7; 3:8-10). How could Paul and

others possibly aspire to be like Jesus, to be "conformed to his image"
(Rom. 8:29), unless they had significant biographical information about

him?
Second, evidence that Paul knew significant details about the historical

Jesus is found in the fact that some of this information creeps through in

his epistles. For example, Paul knew that Jesus was born and raised as a Jew
(Gal. 4:4) and that he was a descendant ofAbraham and David (Gal. 3: 16;
Rom. 1:3). He knew that Jesus had a brother named James (Gal. I: 19), as
we've seen, and perhaps other unnamed brothers as well (I Cor. 9:5). He

knew by name a number of disciples who ministered with Jesus, and he
knew that the disciple Peter was married (J Cor. 9:5; 15:3-7).

Paul also knew that Jesus was betrayed (I Cor. II :23) and that he was
executed by crucifixion (I Cor. I: 17-1 8; Gal. 5: II: 6: 12; Phil. 2:8; 3: 18)
with the help of certain contemporary Judean Jews (I Thess. 2: 14-15).

He was aware of the fact that Jesus instituted a memorial meal the night
before his death (I Cor. 11:23-25) and that Jesus was buried after his
death and was resurrected three days later (Rom. 4:24-25; cf. ftom. 6:4-9;
8: II, 34; I Cor. 6: 14; 2 Cor. 4: 14; Gal. 1;1; I Thess. 4: 14). Indeed, as

we have seen, he was aware that a number of contemporary people were
eyewitnesses of the risen Christ (I Cor. 15:4-8), Not only this, but Paul's
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writings contain many phrases that suggest he was aware of various orally
circulated versions of Some of Jesus's teachings. 12

Perhaps even more importantly for our purposes, Paul knew that Jesus's
earthly life was characterized by meekness, gentleness, self-sacrificial love,
and humble service (2 Cor. 10: I; PhiL 2: 5-7). As we already mentioned,

Paul's central passion was to know and be conformed to Jesus Christ (Phil.
3:8-10), and it's no coincidence that Paul's own thought, attitude, and

conduct paralleled closely what we find in the Jesus of the Gospels. Nor
can it be considered a coincidence that Paul's healing ministry, his welcom
ing of sinners, and his life of poverty and humble service closely paralleled
Jesus's life and ministry as recorded in the Gospels. Paul practiced what
he preached, and at the foundation of what he preached was a body of
knowledge about the ministry and character of the Lord he served.

We thus conclude that not only did Paul and all early Christians be
lieve Jesus was a recent contemporary, but they also knew a good bit of
information about him-enough to model their lives after him.

Conclusion

All of this confronts us once again with the question, How are we to
explain first-century Jews like Paul, Peter, and John coming to place their
faith in and worship a contemporary Jewish man as the embodiment of
Yahweh? Indeed, how are we to explain how a Jewish man (James) came 10

have faith in and worship his own brother as the embodiment of Yahweh?
The legendary hypothesis seems to be blocked at every turn. We don't
have the right culture and certainly don't have enough time for a legend
of this magnitude to arise.

If the historical JesllS was close to how Paul and the Gospels present
him, we can begin to understand how the earliest Jewish disciples, in
c1udingJesus's own brother, came to believe in him, against some of their
most fundamental religious and cultural convictions. And we can begin
to understand why they were willing to lay their lives on the line for the
truthfulness of their radically countercuhural faith. If the historical Jesus
was not like Paul and the Gospels present him, however-worse, ifhe never
existed-we are left only with unanswerable questions. However difficult
it may be to accept that the Gospels' portrait of Jesus is rooted in history,
we submit that accepting it as substantially legendary is even more so.
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Rising Gods, Legendary Heroes,

and Divinized Teachers

How Unique Is the Jesus Story?

~us far we have argued there is no warrant for people to foreclose the1 ;OSSibility that mira(ulou$ events on occasion occur. VVhile we are justi

fied in preferring naturalistic explanations over ones that appeal to super
natural influences, all things being equal, we are not justified in insisting

on naturalistic explanations regardless of how much the evidence points
in a different direction. We've also argued that first-century Palestinian
Judaism was a most unlikely environment for a legend about a miracle
working God-man to arise, Jet alone arise virtually overnight-that is, while

the brother, mother, and close friends of the man who was being divinized
were still alive. Considerations like this show the legendary-Jesus thesis to
be implausible and thus force us to seriously consider the possibility that
the story early Christians told about Jesus was rooted in history.

Still, there are other reasons people give for interpreting the Jesus
story as predominantly legendary in nature, I (Greg) first came across the
objection we will consider in this chapter as a university freshman. I had

51
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become a Christian about a year earlier, but my faith was already starting

to weaken. Among other things, I had a smart, persistent, agnostic father
who constantly raised questions I couldn't answer. But nothing rocked my

faith like my first class in biblical literature at the University of Minnesota.
There I learned thaI stories of dying and rising gods, virgin births, and
miracle workers were widespread when the Gospels were written. Here I
had been basing my life for the last year on the mistaken conviction that

Jesus was something unique! Within a short time, I abandoned my belief
in Jesus, in the Bible, in God, and in just about everything. (I obviously

came back to it at a later date-but we will leave that for chapter 12.)
Simply put, a common argument put forward by legendary-Jesus theo

rists goes as follows: The Jesus story shares many similarities with other
myths and fictitious legends; therefore, it too should be considered a myth

or fictitious legend. I These supposed similarities, or "parallels," roughly

fall into three categories.
First, as mentioned above, we know of tales of dying and rising gods

in the ancient world. Some argue that the Jesus story is simply a variation
of this genre of mythic tale. 2 Second, history is full of stories of mythical

and legendary heroes who, like Jesus, were said to be born to a virgin,
had their life threatened while infants, were called a son of a god, and

so forth. Some contend that the Jesus of the Gospels is simply another
example of these mythic heroes. 1 And finally, we occasionally find in his

tory individuals who were said to have performed miracles and who were
sometimes even worshipped as divine in their own lifetime or shortly
thereafter. Some argue that we can understand the birth of Christianity,

with its unusual claims and surprising attitude about Jesus, as just another

example of this peculiar religious phenomenon.
At first glance (for example, as a university freshman!) it may appear the

argument against the historicity of the Jesus story on the basis of parallels
is quite strong. \Vhen examined more closely, however, we maintain that

it does not carry much weight.

Dying and Rising Gods

At least four considerations lead us to the conclusion that these sup

posed "dying and rising god" myths bear little relationship to the Jesus
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story or that these alleged parallels in any way call into question the
historicity of the Jesus story.

I. To begin, the very category of ancient "dying and rising gods" has
been called into question by most contemporary scholars. In short, when
each of these myths is analyzed in detail, it turns out that either there

is no actual death, no actual resurrection, or no actual "god" in the first
place! As J, Z. Smith notes, "The category of dying and rising gods, once
a major topic of scholarly investigation, must now be understood to have

been largely a misnomer based on imaginative reconstructions and ex
ceedingly late or highly ambiguous texts.'"

2. Even if we grant that certain pagan myths parallel the story of Jesus's

resurrection in some respects, this doesn't itself mean that the story of
Jesus's resurrection is not historicaL Indeed, as we shall argue in chap
ter 12, if it's true that Cod is a God who loves, who became a human,

and who died for our salvation, and if it's true that we are made in his
image, then we should expect that an intuition pointing in this direction,
expressed through legend and myth, would be found among people at

different times and places.
3. The presence of pagan parallels might negatively affect our estima

tion of the historicity of the Jesus story if it could be demonstrated that

there was a line of historical influence flowing from one or more of the
pagan myths to the early followers of Jesus. The vast majority of scholars

agree that this is entirely implausible, however, and for good reason.

For one thing, there is simply no evidence for a line of influence from
pagan stories to the early Christians. Indeed, with the exception of Osiris,
all the written accounts of these myths date after the birth of Christianity.

Moreover, as we argued in chapter 2, we have no reason to suppose that
monotheistic Galilean Jews in the first century would have found anything
attractive about these sorts of pagan stories. To the contrary, the evidence

suggests that their revulsion toward these sorts of stories made them more,
not less, staunch in their monotheistic Judaism.

4. Scholars agree that ancient myths surrounding the ostensive death
and resuscitation of a god were associated with seasonal vegetation cycles.
They express the wonder of the death-rebirth cycle of fall and winter by
telling of things that happened "once upon a time" in the mythic past.

The Jesus story, however, could hardly be more different from this. Jesus's
birth, ministry, death, and resurrection are located not in a "once upon
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a time" mythic past but in recent history-Le" when Augustus was em
peror of Rome, Quirinius was govemor of Syria, Pilate was governor of

Palestine, Herod was king of the Jews, and Joseph of Arimathea was a
member of the Sanhedrin (see, e.g., Matt. 2:1; 27:2; Mark 15:1; 15:43;

Luke 2: 1-2; John 19:38.) There is no precedent for telling a story of a
supposedly dying and rising god in identifiable history, let alone in recent
identifiable history, let alone in alewish environment that was intrinsically
hostile to such stories.

More specifically, when one examines the details of the various mythic
accounts of dying and rising gods, the difference between them and the

Jesus story becomes even more pronounced. According to one version of
the Osiris story, for example, Osiris was killed by his brother, chopped up

into fourteen pieces, and scattered throughout Egypt. Isis then rescued
all but one of his body parts, reassembled them, and brought him back

to life. He was then given rulership of the underworld. To claim that this
account parallels the Jesus story is, in our opinion, quite a stretch. Indeed,

it's not even clear we should call it a resurrection account since Osiris
was never fully reconstituted. Not only this, but poor Osiris really wasn't

brought back to "life" at all, since his resuscitated rulership remained in

the realm of the dead!
We grant that one can discern in this and other "dying and rising god"

myths a vague intuition that death must be defeated by a god. In this lim
ited sense there is an echo of the proclamation we find in the culmination
of the Jesus story (we'll say more about this in chapter 12). But beyond

this, there is nothing that the pagan stories and the Jesus story have in

common, and thus there is no reason to suspect that the Jesus story is
influenced by, or bears any significant relationship to, the pagan stories.

Jesus as a Mythic Hero

It cannot be denied that the Jesus of the Gospels fits many of the
classic features of mythic heroes. But we don't see that this in any way

undermines the claim that the Jesus story is substantially rooted in his

tory. We offer four considerations.
I. Even if we grant that Jesus is a classic "mythic hero," this does

not necessarily mean that he is not also a historical figure. As various
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scholars have shown, Abraham Lincoln, John F. Kennedy, and William
CBraveheart"l Wallace all fit the classic mythic hero pattern as well, but
no one judges them to be nonhistorical for that reason. As Charles Murgia
points out, "Conformity [to a mythic pattern] does not necessarily mean
that the events did not occur.'"

2. As we argued above with regard to dying and rising gods, if the
portrait of Jesus in the Gospels is grounded in history, we should expect
mythic stories to echo it. Think of this along the lines of the people who
had encountered aliens in Spielberg's classic movie Close Encounters of
the Third Kind. Once "touched," these people couldn't resist compulsively
sculpting or drawing a certain plateau-though they had no idea why. It
turns out their compulsion was a sort of homing device placed in them to
lead them to the Devil's Tower in Wyoming. There the aliens were going
to have a rendezvous with humanity, and these people were invited. Some
who had the "homing device" discovered the reality to which it pointed,
but most did not. They just sculpted and drew mythological echoes of
the real thing, as it were.

Similarly, we may interpret various hero myths (as well as the stories
of dying and rising gods discussed above) as expressions ofan inner hom
ing device. We've been touched by "the light of the world" who wants to
rendezvous with us in the person ofJesus Christ. People express in mythic
form truths that in various ways seem to echo the Jesus story because
Jesus is the light of the world who shines in every heart, to the extent a
person's heart is open to him (d. John 1:6-10).

3. While Jesus fits most of the traits of a mythic hero, the Jesus story
also lacks some of the most standard features of hero myths. For example,
the Gospels depict Jesus as a teacher, healer, and exorcist, but these are
not classic traits of mythic heroes. Conversely, Jesus is not depicted as
an earthly heroic warrior or king, which most mythic heroes are, These
differences suggest that, while the Jesus story certainly addresses the
hope typically expressed in hero myths, the story itself is not simply a
hero myth.

4. Finally, the only way one can reliably determine the extent to which
any ancient account is historical is by examining historical evidence, not
by attempting to find parallels in mythic stories. The reason scholars
accept that, for example, Lincoln, Kennedy, and Wallace were historic
while Hercules, Achilles, and Asclepios were not-despite the fact that
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both groups have many stereotypical heroic myth traits-is because of
historical evidence. So too, in order to determine whether the Jesus story
is rooted in history or is a myth or legend, we have to examine historical

evidence. We submit that when this is done fairly, it becomes exceedingly

difficult to deny that the story is solidly rooted in history.

Legend-Making Parallels to the Jesus Movement

What should we make of the fact that at certain times in history
figures seem to have inspired supernatural stories about themselves and

evoked worship during their own lifetime or shortly thereafter? Does the

existence of this occasional phenomenon undermine the uniqueness of
the early Jesus movement' To answer this question we would need to

examine each alleged parallel on a case-by-case basis. In what follows we

will examine the three cases that seem strongly to parallel the early Jesus

movement and that are frequently cited in support of the legendary-Jesus

perspective.

Apollonius oJTyana

One of the legends most frequently appealed to by legendary-Jesus
theorists as a parallel to Jesus concerns a second-century itinerant teacher

and wonder-worker named Apollonius of Tyana. It is reported that he

healed people, raised the dead, predicted the future, exorcized demons,

and appeared to some of his followers after his death. He was later wor

shipped as a god by devotees who formed a religious cult that was centered
on him.... Some have argued that it's inconsistent for Christians to reject

the historicity of reports ofApollonius's supernatural feats while accepting

the historicity of the Gospels' reports about Jesus's supernatural feats. If
one assumes the stories ofApollonius are legendary, one ought to assume

the same for the stories about Jesus. We find this line of reasoning to be

questionable for the following reasons:

1. The first thing that needs to be said in response to this argument
is that there's no reason to assume that the reports of Apollonius's

extraordinary feats are entirely legendary. We agree that one can't
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simply pick and choose on the basis of personal preference which
reports of the supernatural one is going to accept. One has to fairly
assess the evidence on a case-by-case basis. As a matter of fact, while
the evidence regarding Apollonius's life is much more scanty and
questionable than what we have with regard to Jesus, as we shall
see, it nevertheless strikes us as sufficient to warrant the conclusion
that there probably was a man named Apollonius who somehow
performed some rather impressive feats, especially in the areas of
healing people and of casting out demons.

At the same time, however, we have to appreciate the significant
differences that exist between the account of Apolionius and the
Gospels' account of Jesus. The Jesus story, we argue, is on much
firmer ground historically speaking than the account ofApollonius.
The remaining points address this issue.

2. The sheer fact that the stories ofApolionius's wonder-working feats
arose in a pagan environment that was conducive to the creation of
legends about miracle-working divine men sets them in a different
context than the stories about Jesus. While we deem it more likely
than not that some of the stories about Apollonius are rooted in
historical events, it is also easier to explain how stories about Apol
lonius were expanded in this legendary direction than it is in the
case of Jesus.

3. The only account we have of Apollonius's life was written more
than a century after Apollonius lived, giving ample time in this
environment for stories about his life to expand. In the case of
Jesus, however, we have five sources (the four Gospels and Paul)
written within several decades of his life, Not only this, but as we
shall see in chapter 5, each of these accounts give us indications
they are passing on reliable oral material that predates them.

4_Apollonius's biographer (Philostratus) was paid by a wealthy empress
to compose a positive account ofApollonius, giving him a motive to
make Apolionius look good. Those who preached and wrote about
Jesus do not seem to have had these sorts of financial or political
motives. To the contrary, given their cultural situation, they would
have to have known that proclaiming their radically countercultural
message to the world would likely cost them a great deal-which
it did.
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5. Christianity had been around for almost two centuries when Phi

lostratus wrote his account of Apollonius, and it may very well have

been that certain aspects of the Jesus story were incorporated into
the Apolionius story for competitive-evangelistic purposes.

6. Philostratus, to his credit, acknowledges that he is relying on another

written source as well as on hearsay, and his account is appropriately

filled with tentative language (e.g., "it is reported that ..."). The

Gospels, by contrast, claim to be passing on information that is
rooted in eyewitness testimony, and they read like they are grounded

in just such an eyewitness perspective.7

7. Finally, there is nothing within Philostratus's account that buttresses

our confidence in the historical reliability of his material. Indeed,
his account contains several blatant historical errors, Nor is his

material supported by external evidence, such as confirmation in
other available written sources or from archaeology. By contrast, as
we shall see in chapters 7-11, the Gospels give us many reasons to

conclude that they are generally reliable.

In light of this, while it seems more probable than not that a man
named Apollonius lived and somehow performed certain extraordinary
feats, it is much easier to explain how stories about him expanded in a

legendary direction over time than it is in the case of Jesus.

Sabbatai Sevi

A second alleged parallel to Jesus concerns an unusual seventeenth
century Jewish messianic figure named Sabbatai Sevi. In and around

the time Sevi lived, he was hailed by his followers as the messiah, is
reported to have performed miracles, and was even said by some to have

risen from the dead.s If we judge these claims about Sevi to be legend
ary, despite the fact that some of the claims arose in Sevi's own lifetime,

why can we not judge the claims about Jesus to be legendary, even if
some arose in Jesus's own lifetime? The fact that those who followed

Sevi were Jews, not pagans, just as was the case with Jesus, arguably
strengthens the parallel.

On the surface the parallel looks quite impressive. But when we exam
ine it more closely, much of it falls apart. We offer four considerations:
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1. The reports of Sabbatai's miracles are very conflicting. Most sig
nificantly, his closest confidant, the "prophet Nathan" stated that
Sabbatai's messiahship involved a test to see whether the Jews would
"believe without any sign or miracle.'''' Unlike the case with Apollo
nius, therefore, we find no compelling reason to suppose there is any
historical evidence behind the stories of Sevi's miracles. By contrast,
not only did none of Jesus's followers deny that Jesus did miracles,
but there's no record of anyone in the ancient world-including his
enemies-denying that Jesus did miracles (see chapter 10).

2. The several conflicting accounts of Sevi's "occultation" (supernatural
liberation from death to the heavenly world) that circulated after his
death can be shown to have gone through several stages of legendary
development and are, in any case, obviously legendary in nature.
For example, in one account a dragon is said to have guarded Sevi's
tomb. This strongly contrasts with the accounts of Jesus's resurrec
tion found in the four Gospels and in Paul's epistles. While there
are differences between these five accounts (they obviously weren't
copied verbatim from one another), they are reasonably consistent
(see chapter 9). Moreover, they are not characterized by the sort
of fantasy that is typically associated with fictionally embellished
legends.

3, No one claimed to have seen Sevi after he allegedly rose from the
dead. (This obviously raises questions about how anyone was sup
posed to know Sevi rose, but legends often leave questions like
this unanswered.) By contrast, the Gospels and Paul's epistles list
numerous eyewitnesses to the resurrected Jesus.

4. It is not difficult to explain the stories of Sevi's miracles and resur
rection as legends that served a sociological purpose. The stories
were in keeping with the cultural beliefs, attitudes, and apocalyptic
expectations of the people who told them. More specifically, the
Jews who told these stories about Sevi were well acquainted with,
and lived in tension with, Christianity. It's thus not difficult to ex
plain them as polemical counters to Christian claims about Jesus.
By contrast, as we've said, the Jesus story runs directly counter to
some of the most fundamental aspects of the culture in which the
story is being told. For example, the claim itself arose from within
a cultural context in which there was no conceptual space for the
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idea of an individual resurrection prior to the dawning of the mes
sianic "age to come,"

In light of all this, we conclude that, while the movement surrounding

Sabbatai Sevi is certainly curious and speaks to the atypical speed with
which legends can arise when accompanied by favorable circumstances,

it does not parallel the early Jesus movement in any significant way. We
need not postulate that Sevi actually performed miracles or rose from the

dead to explain why certain people claimed he performed miracles and
rose from the dead. In this case, a legendary explanation suffices. In the

case of Jesus, we maintain, it simply does not.

Simon Kimbangu

A third and, in our opinion, most impressive alleged parallel to the

early Jesus movement concerns a twentieth-century miracle worker in the
Congo named Simon Kimbangu. A number of eyewitnesses report that

he performed many miracles and exorcisms and even apparently raised
several people from the dead. As a result, some of his followers worshipped
him as God (not just a god, as withApollonius).,oWhat are we to make of

this? Does it support the case for viewing the Jesus story as substantially
legendary? On the contrary we believe the case of Kimbangu actually
supports the case for viewing the Jesus story as substantially rooted in

history. Consider three closely related observations:

I. Unlike Apollonius and Sevi (and other alleged parallel figures),

in the case of Kimbangu we believe we have to grant that we are

dealing with a phenomenon that in significant respects parallels the
early Jesus movement. True, the Congo people who worshipped

Kimbangu and told stories of his amazing deeds lived within a
culture that was quite open to the idea of multiple deities, and in

this respect they differ markedly from the monotheistic Jews who
first followed Jesus. Still, since there is no obvious motive for the

witnesses substantially to distort the truth and no evidence that they
did, we see no reason to deny that the reports are essentially histori

caL No doubt there is exaggeration and embellishment involved,

but we find it difficult fully to account for the gist of the reports
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without accepting that Kimbangu actually performed a number of
the miracles attributed to him.

In this light, we conclude that some of the miracle stories sur
rounding Kimbangu do not constitute an example of how fast legends
can arise. Rather, we find that they provide compelling grounds for

concluding that miracles of the sort reported about Jesus can and

do actunlly occur. Not only this, but it is important to note that
Kimbangu was a Christian minister who performed his miracles
"in Jesus's name." So, far from being an argument against the truth

claims of the earliest followers of Jesus, it rather seems to us that
Kimbangu's ministry constitutes further evidence for these truth
claims.

2, But what about the fact that some of Kimbangu's followers wor

shipped him as God? Does this perhaps parallel the way in which
early Christians worshipped Jesus as God?

In one respect it obviously does. In both movements people
witnessed remarkable feats that led them to embrace a remarkable

conclusion: a fellow contemporary human being was God! But
there is a significant difference between the religious worldview of
people in the twentieth-century Congo and that of the first-century
Palestinian Jews.

The Congo natives Kimbangu ministered to were steeped in an
animistic and polytheistic worldview. That is, they believed that di
vinity resided in various objects and people and that certain humans
could channel this inherent divinity in specific directions through

magic. As such, these people had little difficulty identifying a man
as God in response to the miracles he performed. Indeed, in light
of the miracles Kimbangu performed, some obviously found it dif
ficult not to confuse him with God.

By contrast, nothing could be more foreign to the mind of a first
century Palestinian Jew than to identify a fellow human as God. If
it's hard to explain how certain animists in the Congo developed a
faith in Kimbangu as God without accepting as substantially factual
their reports of his miracles, how much harder is it to explain how

certain monotheistic Jews embraced Jesus's divinity unless we also
accept their reports about his miracles?
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3. Closely related to this, there is no evidence Kimbangu ever claimed

to be divine or accepted worship directed toward him. (Since he was
a Christian minister, we would be surprised if there was evidence to
this effect) The movement that claimed Kimbangu was divine and

worshipped him as such was polytheistic in nature, and it seems

they understandably drew mistaken and overzealous conclusions
from the supernatural deeds they witnessed at the hands of a Chris

tian minister. (Compare Paul and Barnabas's similar experience of
misunderstanding within the context of the polytheistic culture

at Lystra in Acts 14:8--18,) By contrast, there are indications that

Jesus saw himself as divine and consequently accepted worship.
Even apart from the Gospel evidence to this effect, it's difficult

to imagine how the practice of worshipping Jesus arose so quickly
among his Jewish, monotheistic followers unless it was, in some
fashion and to some degree, inspired by him. j I

Conclusion

We see that, while there are vague commonalities between the Jesus
story and ancient stories of gods surviving death, hero myths, and legends

surrounding other historical figures, none of these commonalities gives us
reason to doubt that the Jesus story is substantially rooted in history. To

the contrary, to the extent that these commonalities are legitimate, they
are what we should expect if the Jesus story is in fact rooted in history.

That is, if God was in fact present in Jesus's birth, ministry, death, and

resurrection, as the Gospels say, it's not surprising we find echoes of this
story in the myths and legends of people throughout history.

At the same time, however, when examined on a case-by-case basis,

most of the alleged parallels break down in terms of their historical root
edness. Most importantly, we find nothing in literature or history that
significantly parallels the birth of the first-century Jesus movement. No

where else do we confront a question as difficult to answer in naturalistic
terms as the question we face with respect to this movement. How are

we to account for first-century, monotheistic Jews coming to worship a

fellow contemporary as the embodiment of Yahweh, while still retaining
an obvious commitment to monotheism?
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These early followers of Jesus give us their own explanation. They
came to faith in Jesus because of the claims he made, the miracles he
performed, the extraordinary life he lived, and, most importantly, his
resurrection from the dead. If we deny that these claims are rooted in
history, what can we postulate as the sufficient explanation for why these
disciples came to the faith they did, and what accounts for them giving
the explanation they themselves give as to why they believe what they
believe? Apart from the basic account of the matter given by the early
Christians themselves, there is no clear, historically plausible answer t~

this question.
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Oral Traditions and Legend-Making

How Reliable Were the Early Church's
Oral Traditions about Jesus?

As we mentioned in chapter 3, first-century Jewish culture was what
scholars today would call an orally dominant culture. While a cer

tain percentage of people could read and write (see below), information
was for the most part passed on by word of mouth (and even written
texts tended to use "oral-like" techniques of expression). This is why
scholars agree that before (and even after) the Gospels were written,
early Christians relied primarily, if not exclusively, Of} oral traditions for

their information about Jesus.
For this reason, with regard to assessing the reliability of the Gospels'

portrait of )e5us, a good deal hangs on how reliable, or unreliable, one

judges the early oral Jesus traditions to be. Those who argue that the Jesus
story is largely (or entirely) legendary typically argue that oral transmission
is, in general, a very unreliable way of passing on information. Hence,

however the Jesus story originated-whether it goes back to Jesus or to
the spiritual revelations of Paul-these scholars hold that the early Chris
tian view of Jesus evolved rather dramatically over time as it was passed
on byword of mouth. I

65
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The Classic Form Critical View of the Early Oral Jesus
Tradition

The view that the ora] traditions of the early Jesus movement were
unreliable became a widespread conviction within New Testament
scholarship with the advent of a discipline known as "form criticism"
in the early twentieth century. This discipline identifies and investi
gates different literary forms found in the Gospels-parables, sayings,
miracle stories, and others. Form criticism then attempts to determine
why particular parables, sayings, miracle 5tories, and such, came into
being and evolved the way they did in the social environment of the
early church.

A number of considerations led most form critics to conclude that
the oral traditions about Jesus in the early church were not historically
reliable. For our purposes, we can limit our discussion to four widespread
assumptions that played (and continue to play) a particularly important
role in the formation of this skeptical stance.

I. It has been widely assumed by form critics that for several decades
the early Christian movement was entirely devoid of written texts and,
thus, that writing played no regulative role in the transmission of ma
terial about Jesus. With no authoritative writing to keep oral traditions
in check, it has been widely assumed that oral material about Jesus was
easily altered and distorted in the process of transmission.

2. It has been widely assumed by New Testament form critics that
oral traditions aren't capable of passing on extended narratives, which is
one of the reasons many critical New Testament scholars have assumed
that the narrative framework. within which the various literary forms are
found in the Gospels, was created by the Gospel authors themselves.
That is, the basic narrative of the life of Jesus as offered in the Gospels
is not rooted in history.

3. It has been widely assumed that people within orally dominant
communities have little genuinely historical interest. That is, it has been
assumed that the needs and interests of the community in the present

shape oral performances much more than a concern to relate past events
and teachings accurately. Hence, it has been assumed by form critics that
the oral Jesus material arose more out of needs within the community
than out of true historical remembrance.
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4. Finally, it has been widely assumed by form critics that individu

als play little role in the origination, transmission, and regulation of oral
traditions. Communities, not individuals, pass on oral traditions. Hence,

it's been generally assumed that the eyewitnesses of Jesus (if there were
any) would have played little or no regulative role with respect to the di

rection taken by the early oral traditions about Jesus. Without eyewitness

safeguards, the oral traditions about Jesus could be easily altered.
Clearly, if each of these assumptions is correct, the legendal)'-Jesus thesis

becomes more plausible. At the same time, it's important not to exaggerate
the significance of our assessment of the pre-Gospel oral Jesus traditions.
As we've already seen, our earliest snapshot of what the original followers of

Jesus believed comes from Paul, not the Gospels. As we saw in chapter 3,

from Paul we learn that within two decades ofJesus's life it was already com

mon for Christians to understand and worship Jesus as the vel)' embodiment
of Yahweh. This means there was little to no time for the early Christian

view of Jesus to significantly change prior to being inscribed by Paul. So,
even apart from the question of the reliability of the oral traditions behind

the Gospels, we are strongly confronted with the question of how we can
plausibly account for the Jesus stol)' within a first-centul)', monotheistic,

jewish environment without accepting that it's solidly rooted in histol)'.
Nevertheless, as it concerns the more specific question of the reliability

of the Gospels' portrait of Jesus, a great deal obviously hangs on our as
sessment of the reliability of the early church's oral tradition. Have form

critics and legendal)'-Jesus theorists been correct in arguing that word
of-mouth transmission of information is inherently unreliable? Have their

assumptions about oral traditions in the early church been correct? We
shall now argue that recent research-particularly that associated with

orality studies over the last several decades-strongly suggests that, as a

matter of fact, each of these form critical assumptions is wrong.

The Likelihood of Writing in the Earliest Christian
Communities

Form criticism has tended to embrace the view that, in all likelihood,

neither Jesus nor anyone in his inner circle was literate. It was thus as
sumed that writing played no regulative role in the oral transmission of
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early material about Jesus, which made it easier for this material to be
significantly and qUickly altered as it was passed along. However, while
no one disputes that first-century Jewish culture was an orally dominant

culture, there is evidence that reading and writing were not as rare in
the ancient Greco-Roman world in general, and in ancient Palestine in
particular, as is often thought. 2

For example, whereas some have argued that only the wealthy in the
ancient world could have received the education needed to become
literate, researchers have discovered clear evidence of writing among

military personnel, slaves, and common laborers. l So lao, whereas it

was commonly assumed in the past that writing materials were very
rare and expensive in the ancient world, we now have evidence that
certain kinds of writing materials were actually rather inexpensive and
were utilized by segments of the lower c1asses. 4 Archaeologists have
also discovered texts that were intended to inform the general public
(for example, publicly posted notices) that seem to presuppose some
degree of literacy among the general populace.'

If the ancient world was, in general, more literate than commonly
thought, we have reason to believe Jewish males would have been even
more so. After aiL as New Testament scholar John Meier notes, "The
very identity and continued existence of the people of Israel were tied
to a corpus of written and regularly read works in a way that simply was
not true of other peoples in the Mediterranean world of the first-century.
. . . To be able to read and explain the Scriptures was a revered goal for
religiously minded Jews. Hence literacy held a special importance for
the Jewish community."h

Thus, as Birger Gerhardsson argues, "The milieu in which Jesus and
the original disciples ministered, and the milieu in which remembrances
of Jesus'life and teaching were passed on, was one that revered the writ
ten word and thus valued literacy."7

In light of this, we have no reason to question the Gospels' portrayal of
Jesus as not only being able to read (e.g., Luke 4:16-30), but as impress
ingcrowds with his learning (e.g., John 7: 15). Nor do we have any reason
to suppose that all of Jesus's disciples were illiterate. At the very least,
Matthew's occupation as a tax collector would have required some level
of literacy. It is perhaps significant in this regard that an early second
century church father named Papias~a man who seems to have been



Oral Traditions and Legend-Making 69

in direct contact with the apostle John-mentions that Matthew was a
designated note-taker among the earliest disciples.~

We thus conclude that, while the recollection of Jesus's words and
deeds would have been passed on primarily by word of mouth in the early
church, it seems more likely than not that, to some extent at least, they
also would have been recorded in written forms. These written materials
likely would have provided a check on how much the oral traditions about
Jesus could have been altered over the first several decades within the
newfound Christian communities.

Oral Traditions and Extended Narratives

One of the assumptions that is now being overturned in the discipline
of orality studies is the longstanding idea that oral traditions are incapable
of transmitting extended narratives. It was commonly assumed that long
narratives simply would have been too difficult to remember to be passed
on reliably. Countering this assumption, a large number of fieldwork
studies over the last several decades. have "brought to light numerous

long oral epics in the living traditions of Central Asia, India, Africa, and
Oceania, for example." Hence, argues folklore specialist Lauri Honko,
'The existence of genuine long oral epics can no longer be denied."" In
fact, oral narratives lasting up to twenty-five hours and requiring several
days to perform have been documented! '''Indeed, oral performances-that
is, times when the community's narrators (or tradents) pass on oral tradi
tions to the community-almost always presuppose a broader narrative
framework even when the entire narrative itself is not explicitly recounted
in the particular performance. j' There is, therefore, no longer any reason
to suspect that the narrative framework of Jesus's life was the fictional
creation of the Gospel authors.

Along these lines, it's interesting to compare the typical characteristics
of oral performances with the Gospels. For example, specialists of oral
traditions have discovered that oral performances are characterized by
a balance between form and freedom. That is, the narrator is granted a
certain amount of creativity and flexibility in how he or she presents the
traditional material, but there are also strong constraints when it comes
to altering the core content of traditional materiaL What specific material
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a tcadent decides to include or exclude in any given oral performance and
even, to some extent, the order in which the narrator decides to present
traditional material in aoy given oral performance, depends largely on
the needs, time constraints, and interests of the community at the time
of the particular oral performance. But, again, if the narrator alters the
material too much, the community objects and corrects him or her in
the midst of the performance. In this way, the community itself serves an

important custodial role in making sure its treasured oral traditions are
not substantially altered by any single tcadent or performance.

When one compares the Gospels and understands them in the context

of the orally dominant culture in which they arose, one discovers this same
sort of balance. The overall narrative framework and essential content of

the portrait of Jesus we find in these texts is quite consistent, but there

is also considerable freedom in how the material is presented. The order
of events and wording of Jesus's sayings, for example, often varies from

Gospel to Gospel, though the basic content and broad narrative framework

is similar. In light of the new discoveries in orality studies, this suggests that
we should view the Gospels as written versions---or "textualiz.ations"---of

the ora] performances that would have been so common among the early

Christian communities. And all of this suggests that the oral traditions
about Jesus that lie behind the Gospels-including their overall narrative

framework of his life-are solidly rooted in history.

Oral Traditions and Historical Concerns

As noted above, another common assumption that has driven much

contemporary New Testament criticism over the last hundred years is that
the early Christians had little interest in preserving historically accurate tra

ditions about Jesus. Unfortunately for this view, another significant finding

by specialists of religiously and/or historically oriented oral traditions over
the last severa] decades has been that this assumption is unfounded.

The Tradent as Oral Historian

We now know that not only are orally oriented communities capable of
cultivating historical concern, they uSJwlly embody a rather keen historical
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interest-particularly with respect to historically oriented traditions that
are tied to the community's very self-identity. \Nhile "folklore is present,"
according to folklorist Richard Dorson, "so is historical content. ... Even
more importantly, so are historical attitudes of the tradition's bearers."12
Anthropologist Patrick Pender-Cudlip goes so far as to argue that oral
tradents typically have as much concern "to receive and render a precise,
accurate and authentic account of the past" as do modern historians. I.l

Another orality expert, Joseph Miller, describes oral tradents as "pro
fessional historians in the sense that they are conscious of history and
evidence." Hence, he adds, "Oral historians are ... nO less conscious of
the past than are historians in literate cultures."!' As a number of scholars
have noted, oral tradents as well as the orally dominant communities they
perform in consistently exhibit a keen capacity to distinguish historical
fact from creative fiction. I;

Indeed, as we've already noted, both the oral tradent and the com
munity share a responsibility to guard the accuracy of the oral tradition,
as evidenced by the fact that communities typically interrupt historically
oriented oral performances if they discern the narrator getting something
wrong. Because of this historical interest and the community's checks and
balances, some experts in the field of oral traditions have gone so far as
to argue that, at times, history preserved in orally dominant communities
may actually be more reliable than history written down by elite individual
historians in modern contexts. I"

Given the remarkable consistency of certain characteristics of oral
traditions and oral performances across a wide variety of cultures, we are
justified in applying these insights to our understanding of oral traditions
in the early church. And this means we have every reason to suppose
that the earliest Christian communities would have been invested in
preserving the historical accuracy of their traditional material about Jesus,
including the essential narrative framework of his ministry.

Oral Tradition, History, and the Early Church

In fact, this much is clear from Paul's own writings. For example, Paul's
letters reflect a deep concern with passing on established traditions (e.g.,
I Cor. 11:2, 23-26; 15.1-3; Gal. 1:9; Phil. 4:9; Col. 2:6-7; I Thess.
4: I; 2 Thess, 2: 15; 3:6). Indeed, he places remarkable weight on these



72 Jesus, History, and Legend-Making

traditions. As Robert Stein notes, "Such traditions were to be 'held' on
to (I Cor. 15: 1-2~ 2 Thess. 2: 15); life was to be lived 'in accord'with the
tradition (2 Thess, 3:6; d. PhiL 4:9), for the result of this would be salva

tion (1 Cor. 15: 1-2), whereas its rejection meant damnation (GaL 1:9).

The reason for this view was that this tradition had God himself as its
ultimate source (I Cor. 11:23)."17

This incredible emphasis on tradition explains why early Chris
tianity stressed the importance of "teachers" (e.g., Acts 13: 1; Rom. 12;7;
I Cor. 12:28-29; Eph. 4:11; Heb. 5:12; James 3:1; Didmche 15:1-2). In
a predominantly oral community such as the early church, the primary
function of these teachers would have been to faithfully transmit the
oral traditions.'~

There are a host of other indications that the early church shared the
typical concern of orally dominant communities with accurately preserving
the essential elements of their oral traditions. For example, James Dunn
notes the prevalent themes of "bearing witness" to Jesus (e.g., John 1:7-8,
15, 19, 32, 34; 3:26, 28; 5:32; Acts 1:8, 22; 2:32; 3: 15; 5:32; 10:37--41;
13:31; 22: I5, 18; 23: 11; 26: 16) and to "remembering" the ministry, death,
and resurrection of Jesus within the early church (Luke 22: 19; 1 Cor. II :2,
24-25; 2 Thess. 2:5; 2 Tim. 2:8, 14). This hardly suggests a community
that has little interest in accurate history!'? So too, it's significant that
both Paul and Luke (in the book of Acts) depict the apostles as providing
links of continuity between the church and Jesus, with special emphasis
being given to Peter, John, and James the brother of Jesus (e.g., Acts
1:15,21-22; 2:14, 42; 3:1-11; 4:13,19; 5:1-10,15,29; 8:14; 12:2;
I Cor. 15:1-8; Gal. 2:9; Eph. 2:20).

For all these reasons we conclude that, contrary to the assumption that
the early Christians had little interest in preserving historical accuracy, the
early church from the beginning had a rather intense historical interest
in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.

The Crucial Role of Eyewitnesses

Finally, we must discuss the common assumption that oral traditions
are derived primarily from the felt needs of the community and are not
anchored in the experience of individual eyewitnesses. This assumption
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has fueled the classic form critical view that the Jesus story was largely
originated and shaped to address ongoing needs in the early Jesus move
ment. Related to this, it has fueled the view that individual eyewitnesses
of Jesus's life would have played little or no role in originating or regulat
ing oral traditions about Jesus. Here, too, research into certain religiously
oriented oral traditions and orally dominant communities-as well as
clear evidence from the early Jesus tradition itself--exposes a classic
form critical assumption to be mistaken.

The Tradition Bearer

Orality specialists now realize that, while the community plays a signifi
cant role in preserving the accuracy of an oral tradition, as we've seen, oral
communities typically designate individual tradents-or "strong tradition
bearers"-to be the primary and official transmitters of the tradition.2u

VVhen an individual was an eyewitness to events that have become part
a community's oral historical traditions, he or she is often recognized as
a crucial link in the communal preservation of that tradition.2

]

This new research sheds important light on our understanding of the
oral Jesus tradition. If the oral period of the early church functioned
similarly to the way we now know oral communities tend to operate, we
should expect that those individuals who were closest to Jesus during
his ministry would have played a significant role in the transmission of
oral material about Jesus. Certainly the traditional material was shaped
by the needs of the early faith communities because, as we have seen,
oral tradents always shape their performances according to the particular
situation of their audience. But this discovery of the crucial role of indi
vidual tradents suggests that we can no longer conceive of the traditional
material about Jesus being transmitted in the early church apart from the
strong influence oforiginal eyewitnesses. This renders it virtually impossible
to conceive of the oral traditions in the early church veering too far from
the historical events observed by eyewitnesses.

Authoritative Eyewitnesses and the Early Church

The point is strongly reinforced when we recall that early Christianity
was a thoroughly Jewish movement, for the Jewish tradition had always
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put a strong emphasis on the role of eyewitnesses. Only by appealing
to credible eyewitnesses could one certify a claim as factual (e.g., Ruth
4:9-11; Isa. 8: 1-2; JeT. 32: 10-12). So too, bearing false witness was

considered a major crime. Indeed, it was outlawed in the Ten Com
mandments (Exod. 20:16). The law of multiple witnesses also reflects

the life-Of-death importance of this command in ancient Judaism (Num.
35:30; Deut. 17:6-7).

This emphasis on the importance of eyewitnesses was quite explicitly

carried over into the early church. The Mosaic law regarding multiple
witnesses was appealed to within the Jesus community (Mark 14:56, 59;

John 5:31-32; Heb. 10:28) and was made the basis of church discipline
(Matt. 18:16; 2 Cor. 13:1; 1 Tim. 5:19). More broadly, the themes of

bearing witness, giving a true testimony, and making a true confession are
everywhere present in the tradition of the early church (e.g., Matt. 10: 17;

Mark 6: II; 13:9-13; Luke 1: 1-2; 9:5; 21: 12; 22:71; John 1:7-8, 15, 19,
32,34).12 As Robert Stein observes, the sheer pervasiveness of these

themes in the early church testifies to "the high regard in which eyewit
ness testimony was held."21 It also explains the previously noted high

regard given to certain individuals in the early church (e.g., Peter, James,

John) for their role as witnesses, teachers, and preservers of the Jesus
tradition (e.g., Acts 1: 15,21-22; 2: 14,42; 3: 1-11; 4:13, 19; 5: 1-10, 15,
29; 8:14; 12:2; I Cor. 15:1-8; GaL 2:9; Eph. 2:20). All of this is what

we should expect, given that the early church was a thoroughly Jewish,

orally dominated culture.

Conclusion

To summarize, it seems we have every reason to conclude that the

oral traditions about Jesus in the early church were passed on in a

generally reliable fashion. Notes taken during Jesus's ministry would
have constrained the extent to which these traditions would have

evolved. But, even more significantly, everything we're learning about
oral traditions in orally dominant cultures suggests that the earliest

Jesus communities would have cared about the historicity of their

traditional material and would have been quite capable of preserving
the essential historicity of their traditions. And this, of course, is not



Oral Traditions and Legend-Making 75

good news for any who insist that the Gospels' portrait of Jesus is
largely, if not entirely, legendary.

We have thus far shown that major lines of argumentation used to
claim that the Gospels' portrait of Jesus is substantially legendary rather
than substantially historical do not succeed. In part 2 we turn to evaluate
the historicity of the Gospels themselves.
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The Gospels and Ten Tests
of Historical Reliability

I n part 1 we argued that there is no intellectual justification for ruling
out the possibility that miracles can, on occasion, happen (chapter I);

first-century Jewish clliture was a most unlikely context for a myth or
legend to arise about a rnan being the embodiment of Yahweh (chapter 2);
there are no compelling reasons to think Paul viewed Jesus along the lines
of ancient mystery religions (chapter 3); none of the alleged parallels to
the Jesus story succeed in showing it to be a myth or legend (chapter 4);
and the crucial assumptions made by classical form critics, assumptions
that led many to doubt the essential veracity of the early church's oral
traditions, were wrong (chapter 5). On these grounds we have rather
compelling reasons to think it more probable than not that the portrait of
Jesus presented in the Gospels is, to say the least, generally reliable.

In part 2 we shall argue that this case grows much stronger as we
consider the Gospels themselves. \Vhen evaluated by the same criteria
critical historians typically use to evaluate ancient documents, the Gospels
give us many reasons tl) conclude that the image of Jesus they present is
historicaJIy reliable. In this second half of our book, therefore, we shall

77



78 The Gospels and Ten Tests of Historical Reliability

submit the Gospels to ten tests critical historians typically apply to ancient
documents as they test their historical reliability. I

First, historians must ask of an ancient document, Do we possess
copies of the work that are reasonably close to the original? It hardly
makes sense to try to assess an ancient document's historical reliability
if we aren't sure what the ancient document originally claimed. Second,

historians inquire into whether the author of the work intended to com
municate reliable history. Clearly, if there are literary signals that a work
didn't intend to report reliable history, there are good grounds for doubt

ing its ostensive historical claims. We submit the Gospels to these two
tests in chapter 6_

Third, historians are interested in determining whether an author was
in a position to accurately record the history he or she claims to report.
Fourth, historians attempt to discern the biases an author brought to
his or her work and the extent to which this bias distorted the historical

reporting. We'll explore these two issues as they pertain to the Gospels
in chapter 7_

Fifth, historians typically investigate documents to determine whether
they incorporate the kind of details and textual signals that tend to ac
company reports that are rooted in eyewitness testimony. Sixth, historians

are particularly interested in whether an ancient work incorporates ma
terial that is "self-damaging"-that is, material that works counter to any

bias the author seems to have-and thus historically rooted material one
might have expected the writer to leave out. In chapter 8 we'll submit the

Gospels to these two tests.
Seventh, historians always want to know whether a document is self

consistent or consistent with other works that purport to report the same

events as the document they are examining_ This is an especially important
issue with regard to the Gospels, since here we have essentially the same
story told from four different perspectives. Eighth, critical historians

question whether the events recorded in an ancient work are intrinsically
believable or unbelievable. We'll explore how the Gospels fare under these

two criteria in chapter 9.
Ninth, scholars typically attempt to discover whether there's any liter

ary evidence that, while perhaps not reporting on all of the same events
as the document they're examining (as in the seventh criterion above),

nevertheless provides information that impacts their assessment of that
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document. In chapter 10, therefore, we'll investigate first- and second
century references to Jesus found outside the canonical Gospels.

Finally, historians want to know if there are any archaeological findings
that either confirm or stand in tension with claims made by the docu
ment they're examining. While ancient archaeological evidence tends to
be sparse as well as controversial inasmuch as it is often open to a variety
of interpretations, in chapter 11 we'll look at twelve findings, or sets of
findings, that arguably confirm aspects of the Gospels.

We'll conclude this work in chapter 12 by exploring the relationship
the Jesus story has to legend and myth. We'll argue that, while we've no
reason to judge the Jesus story to be legendary or mythological, we have
many reasons to believe it fulfills the essential dream that lies behind a
good many legendary and mythic stories. Indeed, we'll argue that the way

the Jesus story fulfills the impulse behind all good legends and myths gives
us one more reason for concluding that it is rooted in history.





G
Following the Paper Trail

The Questions of Textual Reconstruction,
Literary Genre, and Historical Intent

A s we have noted, there are ten questions critical historians com
monly ask as they attempt to determine the historical veracity of

any ancient document In this chapter we address the first two of these
questions.]

Question 1: Do we possess copies of the work that are
reasonably close to the original'?

Before we can assess the historical veracity of an ancient work, we
first need to be confident that the work we possess is a reasonably close
representation of the original. Since texts had to be copied by hand prior
to the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century, and since
we know this method of disseminating texts is prone to error, this is a
very important consideration. Scholars known as "textual critics" collect
and compare available fragmentary or whole versions of an ancient work
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along with any extant quotations of the work by other ancient sources in
order to reconstruct, as much as possible, the original text of the docu
ment in question,

So, how do the Gospels fare on this matter- It's no exaggeration to say
that if ever we have reason to be confident we possess copies of an ancient
work that are reasonably close to the original, it is with the Gospels. These

works, together with the whole New Testament, have far better textual
attestation than any other ancient work.

We possess roughly 5,500 ancient Greek manuscripts of the New
Testament, either in fragments or in whole." On top of this, we pos
sess thousands of ancient translations of the New Testament as well as
countless citations by early Christian writers. 3 By comparison, among the

next best attested ancient works is Homer's Iliad, for which we have less
than seven hundred published manuscripts. Among the Greek tragedies,

the most abundant in extant manuscripts are those of Euripides, which
number less than four hundred. In tenns of ancient historical works, we
possess nine Greek manuscripts of Josephus's Jewish War, about twenty
manuscripts of Liry's Roman history, ten good manuscripts of Caesar's

Gallic War, and one ninth-century manuscript of a portion of Tacitus's
Annals (books I-VI).4 Obviously, the New Testament is in a class by itself
in terms of the wealth of our textual attestation,

Equally relevant is the relatively early dating of some of these manu
scripts. Our earliest fragment of a Gospel text comes from the first half
of the second century. '; Over twenty papyri containing portions of one or

more of the Gospels can be dated to the third and fourth centuries. Five
virtually complete texts of the New Testament date from the fourth and
fifth centuries. In fact, even if we possessed no ancient copies of the New

Testament, we could reproduce most of it simply by consulting the many
quotations within the works of the church fathers in the first three cen
turies. No other ancient work comes close to this wealth of early textual

attestation. For example, the earliest copy of Homer's Iliad we possess
dates approximately nine hundred years after the original-and that is
remarkably good by ancient standards. In most cases the earliest copies

of ancient works date more than a thousand years after the original."
A third important consideration involves the geographical distribution

of a text In general, the wider the distribution of an ancient manuscript,

the greater the likelihood of discovering independent lines of witness. As
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textual critics identify various textual "families," comparing these indepen
dent families can bring to light copying variations. The relatively early
spread of New Testament texts throughout the Mediterranean world offers
a remarkable geographical distribution and diversity with which to work.
In fact, here too the New Testament has far and away better attestation
than any other ancient manuscript. Clearly, if anyone is going to doubt
that the copies of the Gospels we possess today are reasonably close to
the originals, they would have to reject outright the textual reliability of
virtually every other ancient text.

Question 2: The Genre Question-Did the author intend to
report reliable history?

Obviously, if a document wasn't written for the purpose of reporting
history, we'd be misguided in expecting it to do so. Did the authors of the
Gospels intend their works to be read as, among other things, reliable
accounts of the life of Jesus?

As we have seen, some of those who argue that the Jesus of the Gospels
is substantially legendary believe the authors of the Gospels intention
ally fabricated much (if not all) of their historical narrative about Jesus.
\\!hat interests us presently is that some of these scholars go further and
maintain that these authors intended their works w be read as fiction. We
maintain that there are insurmountable problems with this view.

There are a number of different proposals as to what kind of fiction
the Gospels were allegedly intended to be-a fact that already makes
one wonder how solid the case is for anyone of theSe suggestions. For
our present purposes, however, it will suffice to discuss and critique two
proposals that seem to be getting a good deal of attention these days. Our
response to these two theories is along the lines we would give to any
version of the Gospels-as-fiction thesis.

Mark as an Inspiring, Homeric Myth

One version of the Gospel-as-fiction thesis that seems to be gaining
some credence in certain scholarly circles comes frOm Jesus Seminar
member Dennis MacDonald.? MacDonald argues that the Gospel of Mark,
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upon which he believes Matthew and Luke are based, was intended to be

an inspiring myth intentionally modeled after Homer's Iliad and Odyssey.
The main reason MacDonald comes to this conclusion is that he claims
to find significant parallels between Mark and Homer. We find at least
six notable difficulties with MacDonald's thesis.

1. The parallels MacDonald finds between Mark and Homer strike us
(and many others) as tenuous at best. For example, MacDonald argues
that Mark's account ofJesus's mountaintop transfiguration (Mark 9:2-10)

is modeled after Odysseus's revelation of his identity to Telemachus, for
both scenes involve the revelation of sameone's identity and both scenes
involve shining clothing, But surely these two facts don't plausibly establish
an intentional parallel.

If one suspects that Mark is paralleling another account at this point,
one would think the episode of Moses receiving the Ten Commandments
on Mount Sinai would be a more reasonable candidate. After all, the Gos
pel of Mark was written from within a first-century Jewish worldviewthat
was centered on the Old Testament, not a pagan worldview that found
great significance in Homer. Not only this, but Mark's transfiguration
narrative has more in common with this account than with Odysseus's
demonstration of his identity to Telemachus. Some have argued that the
majority of alleged parallels MacDonald finds between Mark and Homer
are more dearly paralleled in the Old Testament.a

2. Even if one grants that Mark significantly parallels Homer-Qr any
other source, for that matter-this doesn't establish that Mark intentionally
modeled his accounts on Homer or any other source. Samuel Sandmel
appropriately labels the tendency to speculate about historical influence
on the basis of perceived-but unwarranted-parallels as "paralleloma
nia."9In reality, the commonalities may be due to the fact that Mark (or
any other author under consideration) is steeped in a broader common
tradition that influences the way he expresses his historical remembrances.
Or perhaps certain commonalities may be due to the fact that different
authors tap into mythic archetypes as they create their material or recite
historical remembrances (see chapter 12). At the same time. many com

monalities may simply be coincidental.
3. Closely related to this, MacDonald never adequately explains why

Mark would create a theological fiction patterned after a Greek epic
More specifically. how could Mark have imagined that his largely Jew-
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ish Christian audience would have found anything attractive, let alone
compelling, with a Jesus modeled after a pagan character, let alone one
as flawed as Odysseus? If this work was meant to be an inspiring myth,
one can imagine much more inspiring characters Mark could have latched
onto-for example, characters found in the Jewish Scriptures that both
Mark and his audience were steeped in.

4, Even more fundamentally, it is not clear what Mark's supposed
inspiring myth was meant to inspire people to believe and do. It is im
portant to consider that most scholars date Mark soon after the great
persecution of AD 64, when Nero attempted to eradicate the Christian
movement in Rome through torture and execution. Beyond that, Chris
tians had been, and continued to be, a rather despised group by both
Jews and Romans throughout the empire. How is this compatible with
the idea that Mark intended his work to be understood as a fiction? VVho
is INilling to be persecuted-and possibly executed-for what is known
to be a fictional tale?

5. If Mark was intentionally writing fiction, one has to wonder why no

one in the hiswry of the church has read it as such-including, it seems,
Matthew and Luke, who presumably used Mark's work as the basis for
their own Gospels. MacDonald argues that "readers for two thousand years
apparently have been blind" to the fact that Mark was writing a fictional
"prose anti-epic of sorts,"IO Are we really to believe that everyone got it
wrong until MacDonald? This point is especially damaging to MacDonald's
theory because he leverages a good bit on the claim that Mark's original
audience would have picked up on textual clues that indicate his account
is a Homeric-styled myth, not a work that intends to communicate true
history.lI Unfortunately for MacDonald's thesis, it seems that none of
Mark's contemporaries read it this way!

6. MacDonald asks us to believe that Mark was a rather savvy, sophis
ticated writer who could have expected his audience to pick up subtle
parallels between his text and those of Homer (even though, as we just
said, it seems none of his audience did). Another significant problem with
this thesis, however, is that it is quite out of sync with what we know
about the role· that writing plays in the sort of orally dominant contexts
that would have characterized the early Christian movement.

We modern Western people live in what can be called a "literary para
digm" that is very different from the "oral paradigm" of ancient people living
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in an orally dominant culture. Among other things, we tend to imagine
writers consciously and closely interacting with other texts they have
in front of them as they compose their works. We also tend to imagine
them writing for audiences who silently read their works in private and
are informed by other texts that they, again, silently read in private. If
orality studies have demonstrated anything over the last several decades,
however, it is that this is not at all how writing functions in cultures
where reading and writing playa less dominant role. In these cultures,
writing is generally an extension of oral communication and thus does
not presuppose most of the features that characterize modern writing.
Written texts in oral environments are written to be heard in a communal
context, usually in one sitting, not silently and meticulously studied in
private. As some experts put it, they are written with an oral rather than
literary "register."l::

In this light, MacDonald's contention that the original hearers of Mark
would have picked up subtle interactions with Homer's work (which
was also written to be communally heard, not privately studied) must
be judged t<? be quite unlikely. MacDonald is anachronistically reading a
modern, literary paradigm into ancient, orally orientated texts. Or, to put
it differently, he is reading these texts as though they were \vritten with
a literary rather than an oral "register."

The Gospels as Midrash

A second rather popular version of the Gospels-as-fiction proposal
holds that the Gospels are a form of Jewish midrash. While scholars de
bate a number of issues surrounding the exact definition of midrash, for
our purposes we can think of it simply as an ancient way of interpreting
Scripture to make it relevant in the contemporary setting. I) One way this
was done was by retelling a biblical story as though it was a contemporary
event. Another way was by creatively applying Old Testament texts to
contemporary events, claiming, for example, that the contemporary event
fulfilled these Old Testament texts.

Almost all New Testament scholars acknowledge that the authors of
the Gospels use midrashic techniques within their works. For example,
when Jesus, Mary, and Joseph flee from Herod into Egypt, it is said this
happened to fulfill what was written, "Out of Egypt I have called my



Following the Paper Trail 87

son" (Mati. 2: 15). As is common with midrash, if you read the passage
Mathew is alluding to (Hosea II: I), you'll find there's absolutely nothing
predictive or messianic about it. Yahweh is simply referring to the fact
that he called the nation oj Israel out of Egypt.

Matthew, of course, knew this, as would every Jewish person who read
Matthew's Gospel. We thus can't imagine Matthew thinking he could
pull the wool over the eyes of his audience in the hope that they would
think this Old Testament verse actually predicted that the Messiah would
go into and come out of Egypt (though this is the way some misguided
Christian apologists today interpret these "fulfillment passages"). Rather,
Matthew is simply contemporizing the Exodus for (mostly Jewish) Chris
tians of his day-demonstrating the ongoing significance of Scripture in
light of more current acts of God in history. In this way he is also bringing
out an aspect of Jesus's significance for these Christians, suggesting, it
seems, that Jesus embodies (fulfills) the significance of Israel. Something
similar could be said for many of the Old Testament passages that the
four Gospel authors say Jesus fulfilled.

So let's grant that the Gospel authors, at times, use some form of mid
rashic interpretive technique. But the view that the Gospels are midrash
goes far beyond this, for this view holds that the Jesus portrayed in these
works is, at least to a significant degree, a mmrashic fiction. According to
this view, Gospel authors not only updated the Old Testament in light
of Jesus; the Gospel authors fabricated a portrait of Jesus on the basis of
what they found in the Old Testament.

Regarding Matthew 2: 15, for example, this view wouldn't say that
Matthew merely reinterpreted Hosea in light oj the fact that Jesus spent
several years in Egypt. Rather, it would hold that Matthew jabriC£lted
Jesus's family fleeing into Egypt and then coming out of Egypt precisely
so Jesus would fulfill Hosea II: 1. Some defenders of this view go so far
as to argue we have no reason to think an actual person named Jesus
even existed. 14

The Gospels-as-midrash thesis is certainly provocative, but there are
at least five fundamental problems with it.

1. The idea that the Jesus of the Gospels is entirely a midrashic fiction
hinges on our accepting that Paul and his mid-first-century congregations
viewed Jesus as a mythic savior figure who came to earth in the distant
past. If Christians at the time of Paul's writing believed that Jesus lived
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only two decades earlier, that his mother. brother, and original disciples
were yet living among them, and the like, it is hard to imagine the Gospel

authors fabricating an entirely different Jesus several decades later and
impossible to imagine Christians broadly accepting such a fabrication
even if certain authors had created one. Unfortunately for the Gospels
as-midrash view, we have very good reasons to conclude that Paul and
all mid-fiest-century Christians viewed Jesus as a recent contemporary,
as we have seen (chapter 3). Neither Paul nor the earliest Christians for
whom he wrote viewed Jesus as a mythical cosmic savior figure who lived
and redeemed the world "long, long ago and far, far away."

2. As David Brewer has established in his exhaustive study of first
century Jewish interpretive techniques, this method of biblical inter
pretation was counterbalanced by a more literal interpretive paradigm.
Throughout the first century, traditional scribes tended to practice a much
more sober mode of exegesis. IS While we can easily imagine the Gospel
authors using midrash to some degree, there is also evidence of this
countertendency at work in the Gospels. Thus, there is no warrant for
claiming that these authors created a fictional midrashic Jesus.

3. While ancient Jewish exegetes sometimes used midrash to cor
relate current historical events with Old Testament texts, we have no
clear examples of them making up current events to fulfill Old Testament
texts. Yet this is precisely what the defenders of the Gospels-as-midrash
thesis are claiming the Gospel authors did. This seriously undermines
the plausibility of this theory.

4. If the Gospel authors were going to fabricate a midrashic Jesus,
one would have thought he would have better conformed to first-century
Jewish expectations of what the Messiah was supposed to be. Far from
meeting the social and religious expectations of most first-century Jews
about the Messiah, however, the Gospels' portraits of Jesus are offensive
to these social and religious expectations, as we shall discuss more fully
in chapter 8. The surprising, countercultural features of the Gospels'
portraits of Jesus can only be adequately explained if we accept that
Jesus was, as a matter of historical fact, a surprisingly countercultural
Messiah figure.

5. finally, if the Gospel authors had engaged in the activity of creating
portraits of the Messiah on the basis of a midrashic interpretation of the
Old Testament, one wonders why their use of the Old Testament is, quite
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frankly, often quite awkward. For example, John depicts the episode of
a guard giving Jesus "sour wine" as a fulfillment of Psalm 69, in which
David complains that his enemies ;'gave me poison for food, and for my
thirst they gave me vinegar to drink" (Ps. 69:21; d. John 19:28-29). We
have to seriously wonder why any first-century author would choose to
create a fictitious episode in the life of a mostly (if not entirely) fictitious
messiah on the basis of this obscure verse in the first place. Why did
this verse, which has nothing predictive about it, jump out at John as a
candidate for John's revision of Jesus?

Moreover, if John was attempting to create an episode in Jesus's life
to fulfill this verse, why did he have Jesus receive sour wine instead of
vinegar? More baffling still, why did he have Jesus fulfill the last /wlf of
the sentence but not the first /wIf? If John was fabricating the account in
a midrashic fashion, why did he not also depict Jesus being given poison
for food?

So far as we can see, the only way to explain John's peculiar use of this
obscure passage is by assuming that John's exegesis was driven by acttull
events in Jesus's life. If, as a matter of historical fact, Jesus was actually
given sour wine when he asked for water, we can begin to understand why
John found something significant about the second half of an otherwise
obscure sentence in the Old Testament that refers to David being given
vinegar for water. In light of what actually happened to Jesus, John was
able to relate it to David's experience in Psalm 69, thereby highlighting
a significant moment of Jesus's life for his audience. He was, it seems,
saying that Jesus embodies the sort of mistreatment God's servants (like
David) have often undergone. Indeed, in an important sense, Jesus, the
true Davidic king, completes the mistreatment David himself experienced.
In this sense David anticipates Jesus, and Jesus fulfills Dat>id. But if John is
instead creating an episode in Jesus's life on the basis of this verse, his
partial and strange use of this obscure verse is utterly unintelligible.

We could argue in a similar fashion about many of the Old Testament
passages Jesus is said to fulfill in the Gospels. Given what actually hap
pened to Jesus, the authors' midrashic use of the Old Testament makes
sense (at least by ancient Jewish standards). But if we instead suppose
the Gospel authors fabricated a Jesus on the basis of the Old Testament,
as the Gospels-as-midrash advocates ask us to do, we are left with some
inexplicable problems.
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The Genre Debate and the Historical Intent of the Gospels

In light of all this, it seems clear that the Gospels were not written
to be read as fiction. Rather, among other things, they were intended to

communicate events in history, What is not so clear, however, is exactly
what kind of literary genre the authors intended their Gospels to be, and
there is a good deal of scholarly debate about this.

Some scholars argue that the Gospels---especially Luke--come closest

to the genre of ancient historiography similar to Josephus, Livy, Thucy
dides, Tacitus, and others. Others argue that the Gospels are better un
derstood as examples of ancient biographies. This genre differed from
ancient histories primarily in the fact that it tended to focus on one
exemplary life rather than on a broader history, and it tended to include
more anecdotal material than historical writings. Others argue that the
lines between these two genres were so blurred in the ancient world that
we're thinking anachronistically if we try to reductively force the Gospels
into one or the other. And still others argue that the Gospels do not fit
neatly into any ancient genre: they are sui generis in nature.

It is our contention that the Gospel genre is, in some respects, quite
similar to ancient biography, though not purely reducible to it. Likewise,
the Gospels show clear evidence of historical intent, though without being
reducible to ancient historiography per se. In important ways, the Gos
pels represent a distinct genre, particularly with respect to their subject
matter. What is important to note for our purposes here -regardless of
where one comes out on the Gospel genre debate-is that, among other
things, the Gospel authors show clear signs of intending to pass on histori
cally reliable data about Jesus. As Gregory Dawes perceptively notes, the
Gospel authors "do seem to have taken for granted the hisLOrical reality of
the events they narrate. More seriously, their theological message is built
upon this assumption of historical factuality. The interpreter who wishes
to respect the evangelists' intentions may not simply set aside, as theologi
cally irrelevant, the question of the historicity of these stories.''I(,

As we will explore in more depth below, the Gospel authors com
municate this historical intention in ways that are quite fitting for an
orally dominant culture. Thus, when properly understood in their ancient
context, their historical intent is undeniable.
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Who, When, and Why?

The Questions of Historical Position and Bias

W turn now to apply to the Gospels two more questions historians
typically ask of ancient documents as they attempt to discern

their historical reliability. I

Question 3: Were the authors of the gospels in a position to
write reliable history?

Historians want to know whether an ancient author was in a position to
know what he or she was talking about. Obviously, it is best if the author
was an eyewitness of the events he or she records, but this is rather fare in
history. The next best thing is for the author to have been in direct contact
with eyewitnesses, though that too is not common. Usually historians are
content if the author was indirectly in contact with eyewitnesses through
oral or written sources. Since information tends to get distorted as it is
passed on, whether in written or oral form, the closer the author is to the

events he or she records, the more trustworthy the report is considered

9\
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to be, all other things being equal. We will now investigate how well the
Gospels fare under these criteria.

The Orality Argument

Legendary-Jesus scholars, among others, usually argue that we don't
know who wrote the Gospels. The names now associated with them were

added later, and they argue that early church tradition on this subject is not
reliable. Moreover, while more conservative scholars tend to date various

Gospels twenty to forty years after Jesus lived, more liberal scholars tend
to date them forty to seventy years after his life.

We shall shortly argue that the case for accepting the early church
tradition regarding the authorship and relatively early dating of the four
Gospels is stronger than many suppose. But first we want to suggest that

not too much hangs on this. That is, even if we grant that the Gospels
were written between AD 70 and 100, as many scholars maintain, and
even if we grant that we don't know who wrote these works, this still

doesn't warrant the conclusion that these authors were not in a position
to pass on reliable history.

In this regard it's important to recall from chapter 5 three things that
recent orality studies have taught us, First, orally dominant communities
typically are invested in accurately preserving the memory of events that

shape their communal identity. They have genuine historical concerns.
Second, while tradents entrusted with the task of retelling a community's
oral traditions are allowed creative Aexibility in how they express traditional

material, the community as a whole typically assumes responsibility to
ensure that the tradent's creative performance doesn't alter the substance

of the tradition he or she is passing on. So it is, as many orality special
ists now argue, that orally dominant communities typically evidence the

ability to reliably transmit historical material for long periods of time-in
some cases, for centuries. And third, the role of writing in orally dominant
communities is not to express an individual's novel perspectives on some
matter (such as it is with modern writing) but, as with oral performances,

to recall and creatively re-express the community's tradition. They are

written with an oral rather than a literary register.
Putting these three considerations together, it should be clear that,

whoever they were and whenever they wrote, we have reasons to accept that
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the Gospel authors were in a position to transmit reliable reports about
Jesus. Unless we arbitrarily assume that the early Christian communities
were remarkably atypical for orally dominant communities, the sheer
fact that the Gospel authors wrote as tradents of an early church tradi
tion should incline us to accept this much. Had these authors expressed
a vision of Jesus that was substantially inconsistent with the church's
oral tradition, the community never would have accepted them. And as
we've argued (chapter 5), there is no reason to think the early Christian
community's orally transmitted vision of Jesus would have substantially
morphed in the time prior to the writing of these works. Indeed, sixty
years is not a significant stretch of time by the standards of oral traditions.
In fact, within this time frame, it is more likely that we are dealing with
"oral history" rather than "oral tradition" per se.1

A Comparison with Other Historical Sources

It is perhaps worth mentioning at this point that historians frequently
trust ancient authors who wrote about events that preceded them by greater
spans of time than forty to sixty years and who were not directly connected
to the events they wrote about via a community's orally transmitted history.
For example, much of what historians believe we know about first-century
Jewish history comes from a single source-Josephus-writing about
events that in some cases predate him by more than a century. So too,
much of what historians believe we know about the Persian wars comes
from a single source-Herodotus-writing roughly seventy years after
the fact. And a good deal of what we think we know about Alexander the
Great comes from a single source-Arrian-writing roughly four centuries
after Alexander lived.

Of COUTse, historians don't uncritically trust these sources. They apply
to these ancient works the other sort of criteria we're discussing, as they
do to all ancient documents (and as we are doing to the Gospels). But,
unless they're given reason to think otherwise on particular matters, his·
torians accept these sources as being generally reliable. Why should we
then assume a more skeptical stance toward the Gospel authors? They
wrote closer to the events they record than these other writers did, and
they wrote as tradents within an orally dominant community that was
invested in preserving the memory of the events they record.
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This much is true even if we grant that the Gospels are anonymous
and late. But we shall now argue that there is no compelling reason to
grant this much. True, as was quite typical of works in the ancient world,
the authors of the Gospels didn't identify themselves in their works. But,
as we shall now see, their authorship was attested by a number of early
sources, and we see no compelling reason to think these sources were
mistaken.

The Tradition ofAuthorship of the Gospels

The Gospel of Mark. The first reference we have to the author of the
Gospel of Mark comes from Papias, an early second-century Christian
and acquaintance of the apostle John, who says that John passed on to
him the following tradition:

Mark became Peter's interpreter and wrote accurately all that he remem
bered, not, indeed, in order, of the things said or done by the Lord. For he
had not heard the Lord, nor followed him, but later on, as I said, followed

Peter, who used to give teachings as necessity demanded but not making,
as it were, an arrangement of the Lord's oracles, so that Mark did nothing
wrong in thus writing down single points as he remembered them. For to
one thing he gave attention, to leave out nothing of what he had heard and
to make no false statements in them.'

The report that Mark took notes from Peter and composed the Gospel
that bears his name is subsequently confirmed by Irenaeus, Tertuilian,

and Clement of Alexandria.4

The Gospel ofMatthew. Regarding Matthew, Eusebius records a state
ment of Papias's that says that Matthew wrote down the sayings of the

Lord and that others translated or interpreted them as best they could.'
It's not at all clear that Papias is referring to the Gospel of Matthew, but
this remark at least demonstrates that Matthew was known in the early
church as a writer, making the traditional authorship of the Gospel of
Matthew somewhat more probable.

Irenaeus, writing around AD 180, attests the traditional authorship of
Matthew in a more direct way when he writes, "Now Matthew published
among the Hebrews in their own tongue also a written Gospel, while
Peter and Paul were preaching in Rome and founding the church."6 So
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too, Eusebius records Origen as stating that Matthew, the erstwhile
tax collector and apostle, wrote the first Gospel in the language of the
Jews.7

The Gospel ofLuke. The earliest confirmation we have of the authorship
of this Gaspe] also comes from Irenaeus, who noted that a heretic named
Marcion "mutilates this Gospel which is according to Luke, removes all
that is written respecting the generation of the Lord, and sets aside a
great deal of the teaching of the Lord's discourses in which the Lord is
recorded as most clearly confessing that the creator of the universe is
his Father."8

Eusebius later records Irenaeus a5 5aying, "Luke al50 who was a
follower of Paul put down in a book the g05pel that was preached by
him."9 The Anti-Marcionite Prologue, probably written toward the end
of the second century, offers yet more information: "Luke is a Syrian
ofAntioch, a Syrian by race, a physician by profession. He had become
a disciple of the apostles and later followed Paul until hi5 (Paul's)
martyrdom, having served the Lord continuously, unmarried, without
children, filled with the Holy Spirit he died at the age of eighty-four
years in Boeotia."'o

The Gospel ofJohn. Finally, regarding John, while Tatian, Claudius
Apollinaris, and Athenagorus all quote the Gospel of John, no one ex
plicitly identifies John as the author until Theophilus of Antioch around
AD 180. About the same time, Irenaeus writes that "John the disciple
of the Lord, who leaned back on hi5 breast, publi5hed the Gospel while
he was resident at Ephesus in Asia."ll Eusebius reports that Clement of
Alexandria taught that "Last of all, aware that the physical facts had been
recorded in the gospels, encouraged by his pupils and irresistibly moved
by the Spirit, John wrote a spiritual gospel."l2

In Defense of the Traditional Autlwrship Claims

What are we to make of these testimonies? In our opinion, they are
quite significant. What is most impressive about them, we believe, is
that we have no record of anyone disputing them. Christians in the sec
ond and third centuries questioned the authorship of other works, but
never these. This uniformity of opinion is more difficult to explain if the
authorship of these works was inaccurately applied to them long after
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they'd been in circulation than if the authorship was attached to them
from the start. I.'

Not only this, but as Martin Hengel has argued, a variety of practi
cal issues in the early church would have prevented these documents
from circulating anonymously for very long. 14 If their authorship wasn't
acknowledged from the start, it had to have been assigned early on~and
so the names associated with each work are more likely to be accurate

than if this assigning had taken place long after the works had been in
circulation. We also need to keep in mind that Christians of this time
were frequently suffering persecution, and martyrdom was not uncom

mon. These early Christians would therefore have had more than an
academic interest in knowing who wrote these works upon which they
were staking their lives.

On top of all this, it's difficult to explain why these works were so
quickly and so unifonnly accepted as authoritative in the early church
unless they were from the start associated with people within Jesus's inner

circle (such as Matthew and John) or people close to this inner circle
(such as Mark via Peter and Luke via Paul). Along these same lines, if
prestigious names were fictitiously associated with these works to give

them authority, as many scholars argue, how do we explain the traditional
authorship of the Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of Luke? Wouldn't one
have thought that someone like Peter or James would have been chosen
before the relatively unknown persons of Mark and Luke?

On the basis of considerations like this, some scholars argue that it
is more probable than not that the traditional authorship claims regard
ing the canonical Gospels is rooted in history. And this means we have

good grounds for accepting that the Gospels were written at a relatively
early date, either by eyewitnesses (Matthew and John) or by people
working in close proximity with eyewitnesses (Mark and Luke). Indeed,

even apart from the question of authorship, some scholars find grounds
for dating all the Gospels before AD 70 and Mark perhaps as early as
AD 40 to 50. 1

\

In summary, while we don't need to accept the traditional authorship
and early dating of these works to believe they were in a position to pass
on reliable history, the evidence that they were written by the authors

attested by the early church tradition and at a relatively early date only
strengthens the case for their trustworthiness.
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Question 4: To what degree does the author's bias compmmise
the document's reliability?

We turn now to the question of how the bias of the Gospel authors af
fected their works. Obviously, determining the extent to which an author's

biases and agendas distort his or her reports is crucial to evaluating the
author's historical trustworthiness. No one disputes that the Gospel authors
were in fact biased. They were not trying to give a disinterested, objective

account of Jesus's life. Rather, the Gospels were written by passionate
devotees to help people "believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God,"
so that "through believing [theyJ may have life in his name" (John 20:31 l.

In other words, they were evangelists, not academic historians.
Not only this, but beyond their shared, general bias as Christian evange

lists, each Gospel author has his own distinct biases. Through the discipline
known as "redaction criticism" scholars have demonstrated that each author

tends to shape his material in particular ways. For example, assuming that
Matthew and Luke both used Mark in composing their Gospels, as the
majority of scholars hold, it seems pretty clear that Matthew tended to

soften Mark's material, editing out potentially offensive features. To give
one illustration, while Mark admits that Jesus could not perform many
miracles in his hometown (Mark 6:5), Matthew reports merely that Jesus

simply did not do many miracles in his hometown (Matt. 13:58).
For some scholars, including all legendary-Jesus theorists, the presence

of these biases significantly undermines the historical reliability of these
sources. For example, Jesus Seminar founder, Robert Funk, argues that
the Gospels are largely fiction partly on the grounds that "the writers are

emotionally involved: they believe fervently in the story they are telling,
which means they are not impartiaJ observers. "16 So too, some scholars argue

that the Gospel authors not only spun material for theological purposes,
they created it for theological purposes. 17 In other words, their theological
bias is such that they each tend to make Jesus after their own image, in

accordance with particular needs of their faith communities.
The question we must now address is, Does the fact that the Gospel

authors are biased warrant such skeptical conclusions? For the following

four reasons, we think not.
1. If we were to follow Funk's argument through to its logical conclu

sion, we'd have to dismiss as unreliable all historical reports given by
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people who were emotionally involved, who believed fervently in the
story they were telling, and who were not impartiaL But this seems clearly

unreasonable.
To illustrate, would it have been reasonable for leaders of the Western

world in 1942 to reject eye\Nitness reports about what was transpiring in Nazi
concentration camps on the grounds that the reporters were emotionally in

volved with and believed fervently in the things they reported? Clearly not. If
what these people were saying was true, as it turned out to be, should we not

have expected them to be emotionally involved with and to fervently believe

in their own reports? Indeed, wouldn't we have been justified in questioning

the reliability of these reports if the reporters were fUlt emotionally involved
with and did not fervently believe in what they reported?

So too, if what the Gospel authors say about Jesus is at all close to
being accurate, should we not expect them to be emotionally involved with
and to believe fervently in their own reports? These authors in essence
report that Jesus made worIdview-jarring claims, lived an outrageously
loving life, performed incredible miracles, and rose from the dead. This,
they declare, is what convinced them, against their most basic Jewish
assumptions, that this crucified man was the long-awaited Messiah~was

in fact the embodiment of Yahweh on earth. If these claims are at all ac
curate, how can we possibly fault them for fervently believing them and
for being emotionally involved with them? Indeed, far from dismissing
these reports on the grounds that the reporters fervently believe in and
are emotionally involved with what they report, it seems to us that the
challenge is to explain the fervency and passion without accepting the
historical veracity of the reports.

2. If we applied Funk's argument against the reliability of the Gospels
consistently, we'd have to reject a great deal of ancient history, because
much ancient history was remembered by individuals or groups precisely
because it meant something to them and they believed fervently in the story
they were telling. Indeed, the very idea of doing history from a detached,
impartial perspective is a rather modern concept~and, we submit, some·
thing of a modern myth. This leads us to our second argument.

If there's anything that has become clear in ourpostmodern world, it's
that everybody experiences the world, thinks about the world, and com
municates about the world from a biased perspective. Try as we might,
there is no unbiased repOrling. Yet we don't customarily dismiss reports
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as unreliable for this reason, Yes, biases color the truth, but they don't

necessarily undennine the truth, So, unless one is willing to conclude
that humans can never reliably report events because of their inevitable
biases, it's hardly fair to dismiss the reliability of the Gospels because of
their particular biases.

3. As we've seen is the case with so much contemporary critical New
Testament scholarship, redaction criticism has to date not adequately
appreciated how works written with an oral register differ from works
written with a literary register (see chapter 6). Many of the skeptical
conclusions redaction critics have come to regarding the Gospels are due
to this anachronistic approach.

To illustrate, consider an argument put forth by noted NewTestarrient
scholar Werner Kelber. '8 Kelber notices that Mark often presents Peter
in a rather negative light. He argues that this reveals that one of Mark's
fundamental redactional purposes was to subtly critique the theology of
the Jewish-Christian community in Jerusalem, which was under Peter's
leadership.l~

This argument might be plausible if Mark was a modern author who
composed his work with a literary register-that is, with the assumption
that his work would be privately studied by well-versed, literate individuals.
In that case Mark could perhaps have assumed that his intended audi
ence would have been sophisticated enough to pick up subtle, polemical
patterns and interpret them in the way Kelber imagines. But, in pOint
of fact, Mark composed his work as an oral recitation of an established
oral tradition and thus intended it to be heard in a community context,
probably in a single setting.lo

In this light it seems implausible to suppose that Mark had a deeper,
nonhistoricaL polemical motive for portraying Peter in a negative light.
When Mark's audience heard of Peter's persistent obstinacy throughout
this recitation, they would have simply concluded that, as a matter of
fact, Peter was a rather obstinate fellow prior to his postresurrection
experience.

Our point is that it is anachronistic to read too much theological
or polemical motivation into the different ways Gospel authors present
their materiaL Given the oral register of these texts, we should rather
consider these differences as simply reflecting the way a particular ver
sion of the oral tradition about Jesus evolved in a particular community
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and the way the material presented itself to the tcadent at the time of his
composition.21 It is certainly the case that redaction criticism may dis
close certain tendencies within a particular inscribed performance (e.g.,
a v.rritten Gospel) and even within the wider pool of (oral and written)
tradition that it serves to express-the previously mentioned tendency
of the tradition Matthew expressed to soften potentially embarrassing or
offensive material being a case in point. But this is very different from
suggesting that the individual author of this Gospel intentionally edited
his material-let alone that he or any other Gospel author intentionally

fabricated material-for theological or polemical purposes in a manner
reflective of modern (post-Gutenberg), individualistic authors. 22

4. Our final point also relates to the tendency of modern critics to treat
the Gospels anachronistically. As was mentioned in the previous chapter,
people writing and reading works within the modern literary paradigm
tend to put a premium on originality and novelty. Hence, modern authors
are typically praised for "the unique ways in which they produce original
creations or for their additions to and novel reshaping of inherited ma
teriaL"2! This is far removed from the mind-set of authors writing within an
andent oral paradigm. In orally dominant cultures, the goal of performing
the community's traditions, whether written or oral, is not primarily original
ity but rather the activation and faithful retelling of well-known narratives
that shape the community's very identity. As we've seen, the community
itself typically assumes some of the responsibility to ensure this happens
by correcting the tradent in the midst of performance if traditional material
is altered in a way that would threaten the essential content.

In this light, the model of the Gospel authors as primarily creative theo
logians, substantially redacting traditional material and even fabricating
material to envision a new Jesus, becomes altogether implausible. Given
what we now know about orally dominant cultures, we have no reason
to think it would have ever occurred to a Gospel author to strive for the
sort of originality many redaction critics seem to imagine.

So we once again conclude that, while each of the Gospel authors was
certainly biased, as were the communities whose traditions they expressed,
there is good reason to conclude that-as any faithful tradent working

with historical tradition that is central to the identity of his or her orally
dominant community-they were able to reliably transmit the essential
elements of the historical traditions about Jesus.
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Superfluous and

Self-Incriminating Testimony

The Questions of Incidental
and Self-Damaging Details

~us far we have argued that the Gospels pass the first four tests his1 ~~rjans customarily submit ancient documents to as they attempt to
determine their historical reliability. If ever we have reason to conclude

that the copies of an ancient work we possess are reasonably dose to the
original, we have this with the Gospels. They are works written with a
historical intent. The authors were arguably in a position to write reliable
history, even if we reject the uniform early attestation of the traditional
authorship of these works. And, while they are clearly biased, this ought
not necessarily lead to a negative estimation of their historical veracity.
We turn, then, to the fifth and sixth questions historians customarily ask
concerning ancient documents. I

101
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Question 5: Does the document include incidental details or
casual information?

All other things being equal, the inclusion of nonicleologically motivated

incidental or casual information in a document tends to bolster a historian's

confidence in its general historical reliability. Of course, if one is dealing

with a work that gives evidence of being intentionally fictional, the pres

ence of detail in a narrative is likely to represent nothing more than artistic

embellishment. What is interesting about the Gospels, however, is that
they do include incidental detail while giving us every reason to believe

they were intended to pass on historically rooted tradition of actual events

of the past. Not only this, but some of this detail has been independently
confirmed as reflecting the situation of first-century Palestine-a point
that can bolster our estimation of the reliability of these works.2

Treating the Gospels like Any Other Documents

Frequently, scholars outside the field of New Testament studies
have appreciated the significance of the incidental detail found in the
Gospels more than scholars within the field. For example, Wolfgang
Schadewaldt, a respected classical philologist and Homeric scholar
who has focused upon issues of authenticity in his own field, assesses
the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) as follows: "As a
philologist, someone who has acquired some knowledge of 'literature,'
I am particularly concerned here to note that when we read the Syn
optic Gospels, we cannot be other than captivated by the experiential
vividness with which we are confronted.... I know of no other area of
history-writing, biography or poetry where I encounter so great a wealth
of material in such a small space.") If we trust the sensibilities of this
esteemed classicist, it seems that if ever we ought to be impressed with
the incidental details of an ancient work, we should be so impressed
with the Gospels.

A number of other classicists have been similarly impressed with the
level of detail and "historical feel" of the Gospels, causing some to wonder
how it is that so many New Testament critics arrive at intensely skeptical
conclusions about these works. For example, Paul Merkley has wondered
how a reputable scholar like Eric Auerbach could disagree so thoroughly
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with a New Testament critic, Rudolf Bultmann, over the issue of historical

intention on the part of the Gospel authors.

What does it mean that Rudolf Bultmann and Eric Auerbach have before
them the same texts, and are impelled by the same passion for truth-and
that one can announce with scholarly sobriety that [the Gospel writersl
are utterly without interest in historical detaiL and the other, on the same
sober tone, that the detail of place, setting, characterization and so on is so
massive and so obtrusive that we must concede that we are at the source
of all the realistic literature of our civilization?'

Related to this, psychological studies have shown that "externally gener

ated memories" (i.e., memories produced by actual personal experiences
of events within the physical world) have certain characteristics that tend
to distinguish them from "internally generated memories" (i.e., memories
generated by one's imagination, etc.).; Among other things, memories gen
erated by actual external experiences are characterized by more "spatial and
temporal" attributes, more "sensory attributes," and "more information or

more specific information" than imagination-generated memories.6 In light
of these studies, the previously noted observation of Schadewaldt-"when
we read the Synoptic Gospels, we cannot be other than captivated by the
experiential vividness with which we are confronted. . I know of no other
area of history-writing, biography or poetry where I encounter so great
a wealth of material in such a small space"7-would seem potentially to

have important implications for the question of the historical grounding
of the Jesus tradition found in the Gospels.

The Presence ofAranlaisms

Another class of detail that arguably lends support to the historical

veracity of the Gospels concerns the presence of a number of words and
expressions that betray an Aramaic origin.B For example, when Jesus says
that the Pharisees "strain out a gnat but swallow a camel" (Matt. 23:24),

it seems most likely that he was making a play on words in the Aramaic
language, for the Aramaic words for "gnat" (go/mn) and "camel" (gamla)
are phonetically quite similar. These Aramaisms are significant because
Aramaic was the common language of Palestinian Jews in the first century.

Hence, the presence ofAramaisms arguably anchors the Gospel material
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about Jesus in the first century and on Palestinian soil, thus providing
support for the view that this material goes back to Jesus himself.

At the same time, we don't want to make too much of these Arama

isms, for it is frankly impossible to demonstrate whether any particular
Aramaism in a Gospel account originated with Jesus himself or rather

with one of his early Palestinian followers. Even Joachim Jeremias, one
of the prime champions of this criterion, recognized that the mere pres
ence of an Aramaism could not prove the authenticity of any given unit

of the Jesus traditionY Nonetheless, when we evaluate the broad pattern
of Aramaisms in the Gospels alongside all the other indications of the

historical reliability of the oral traditions they express, the Aramaisms can't
help but lend weight to the conclusion that we're dealing with material
that goes back to Palestinian eyewitnesses. 1o

The Inclusion ofPersonal Names

One particularly significant class of detail we find in the Gospels is the

inclusion of personal names. We've previously discussed the significance
of the fact that the Gospels weave their story around named public figures
(chapter 3). But just as significant is the inclusion of personal names

within the Jesus movement itself.
Richard Bauckham has provided a detailed assessment of this phenom

enon and has made a rather compelling case that the presence of these

names lends strong support to the historical veracity of these reports. II

Concentrating on the Synoptic Gospels, Bauckham demonstrates that,

while later extracanonical Gospels invent names for characters who are
anonymous in the synoptic tradition, the synoptic tradition itself works in
the opposite direction (assuming the two-source theory, in which Matthew

and Luke are believed to have used Mark). Among the Synoptic Gospels
there is "an unambiguous tendency toward the elimination of names."
Indeed, "in no case does a character unnamed in Mark gain a name in
Matthew or Luke:'1l

More specifically, Matthew and Luke both retain Mark's use of a

name in four cases (i,e., Simon of Cyrene, Joseph of Arimathea, Mary
Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James and Joses). In one case Luke

retains a name while Matthew changes it (from Matthew to Levi). In one
case Luke retains a name while Matthew drops it (Jairus). And in four
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cases Matthew and Luke drop the name found in Mark (Bartimaeus,
Alexander, Rufus, and Salome).'l Given this tendency toward eliminating
names, and given that many of the Gospel characters appear anonymous
from the beginning, Bauckham argues that we have very good grounds
for concluding that "these names in the Gospel narratives belong to the
original form of the tradition,"14

More specifically, and most significantly, Bauckham argues that the
presence of names in the synoptic tradition can in most cases be best
explained by supposing that these characters were specifically remembered
because they were eyewitnesses of the traditions to which their names
were attached. As such, they would have likely been designated as the
authoritative tradents of this tradition and thus would have continued to

testify to these traditions throughout their lifetimes.
For example, Bauckham argues that the naming of Cleopas in Luke

24: 18 is best explained by assuming that the information contained in
this passage derives from Cleopas. The narrative itself does not require
a name, and in fact his companion in the account remains anonymous.
What explains this? Given the rarity of this name, Bauckham argues that
Cleopas should be identified with the Clopas whose wife, Mary. was at
the empty tomb (John 19:25). Moreover, according to an early church
author named Hegesippus (referred to by Eusebius),I; Clopas was the
brother of Jesus's earthly father, Joseph. As a relative of Jesus and a link
to a witness of the empty tomb, Clopas would have been a respected
tcadent in the early Christian communities. This would easily explain why
his name was retained in the tradition. Bauckham persuasively outlines a
number of similar cases for considering named characters as eyewitness
tradents, including the women at the cross and tomb, Simon of Cyrene
and his sons, and certain named recipients of Jesus's healings (e.g., Jaicus,
Bartimaeus, and Lazarus).

This would also explain why certain names were dropped from the
tradition over time. Once an eyewitness tradent was deceased, or if a liv
ing tradent was not known to a particular community, there would be no
reason to retain his or her name in the oral tradition. Thus, for example,
Mark mentions by name not only Simon of Cyrene but also his two sons,
Alexander and Rufus (Mark 15:21). Both Matthew and Luke, however,
retain Simon's name but, curiously enough, drop the names of his sons
(Matt. 27:32; Luke 23:26). Bauckham argues that, given that Mark does
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not overly use names, the mere fact that Mark expected his audience to
know Simon's sons doesn't in and of itself adequately explain the inclu

sion of their names in his account. 16 VVhat explains the inclusion of these
names is rather that "Mark is appealing to Simon's eyewitness testimony,

known in the early Christian movement not from his own firsthand ac
count but from that of his 50ns,"17 After the sons died, or in communities

that were unacquainted with these sons, there would no longer be any

purpose for including their names.
If Bauckham is on the right track, not only are we afforded a new ap

preciation of the way in which concrete details in the synoptic tradition
constitute evidence of historical remembrance, but the details themselves

may well identify eyewitness tradents who were known to testify to the
circulating accounts attached to their names. In light of considerations

such as these, we conclude that the level of detail and the sort of detail

we find in the Gospels is another indication of their general historical
trustworthiness.

Question 6: Does the document include self-damaging details?

If the presence of incidental details generally strengthens a historian's
estimation of an ancient document, the presence of self-damaging

details does so even more. Among other things, self-damaging details
suggest that the author was willing to risk damaging his own cause for

the sake of remaining faithful to history. In historical-critical Gospel
research this phenomenon has been used to test whether the material

in the Jesus tradition is authentic-a test known as the "'criterion of
embarrassment."I~

The reasoning behind the application of this criterion in NewTestament
studies is that early Christians would not have invented material that was

counterproductive to their cause-material that put Jesus or themselves
in a negative light, made them vulnerable to critiques from opponents,

and so forth. On the contrary, one might be inclined to think the tradition

would, over time, have tended to minimize or extract altogether aspects
of the tradition that were problematic.

So, how do the Gospels fare on the question of the inclusion of self
damaging material? Three points may be made.
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Softening ofProblematic Matenol within the Synoptic
Tradition
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First, a plausible case can be made that some of the potentially embar
rassing traditions that came to be expressed in the Gospels underwent
a certain amount of softening in the process of their oral transmission.
While there were strong community constraints against an oral performer
altering the substance of a tradition, as we have seen, this would not
prevent an oral tradition from gradually evolving in relatively minor ways,
and the softening of potentially embarrassing material is one of the ways
we might expect oral traditions to evolve.

The instance of Matthew apparently softening Mark's account of Jesus's
inability to perform many miracles in his hometown (see chapter 7) is
a likely case in point. An even more informative example might be the
way in which Matthew, Luke, and John seem to soften the potentially
embarrassing question of why, in Mark's account, Jesus was baptized by
John the Baptist (Mark 1:4-1 I), John's baptism was explicitly said to be
for the repentance of sins, so Jesus's baptism could be interpreted as an
admission that Jesus was a sinner! Not only this, but the vel)' fact that
John baptized Jesus, while Jesus is never said to have baptized John, could
give the impression that John was superior to Jesus. Given this, we are
not surprised to find Matthew, Luke, and John softening this account
in various ways to moderate its potentially embarrassing features (see
Matt. 3:13-17; Luke 3:19-22; John 1:29-34).19

What is remarkable is not that softening of this sort took place. What
is remarkable, rather, is that Mark recounts the potentially embarrassing
episode of Jesus's baptism in the 6.rst place. What is also noteworthy is
that, though they arguably soften Mark's account, Matthew and Luke
did not feel free to simply drop it altogether. This strongly suggests that
the Gospels' account of Jesus's baptism is rooted in histol)', for there"s
no plausible way of explaining how it entered the early Jesus tradition
if it is not.

A Wealth ofSelf-Damaging Matenol

Our second point is that the potentially embarrassing account ofJesus's
baptism by John is hardly an isolated instance in the Gospels. To the con-
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trary, the Gospels are full of embarrassing material we not only can't imagine
early Christians inventing but which we might have expected the earliest
tradents to drop-were they not so investea in retaining accurate historical

remembrances. As we should expect, assuming it is the earliest Gospel,
Mark tends to present these episodes in their starkest light. Among the

potentially embarrassing things we find in this Gospel are the following:

• Jesus's own family did not believe him and even questioned his
sanity (3:21; d. John 7:5).

• Jesus was rejected by people in his hometown and couldn't perform
many miracles there (6:2-5).

• Some thought Jesus was in collusion with, and even possessed by,
the devil (3:22, 30).

• At times Jesus seemed to rely on common medicinal techniques
(7,33; 823).

• Jesus's healings weren't always instantaneous (8:22-25).

• Jesus's disciples weren't always able to exorcise demons (9:18), and
Jesus's own exorcisms weren't always instantaneous (5:8-13),

• Jesus seemed to suggest he wasn't "good" 00:18).

• Jesus associated with people of ill-repute and gained a reputation
of being a glutton and drunkard (2:15-16; cr, Matt. 11:19).

• Jesus sometimes seems to act rudely to people (7:26-27).

• Jesus seemed to disregard Jewish laws, customs, and cleanliness
codes (e.g., 2:23-24).

• Jesus often spoke and acted in culturally "shameful" ways (e.g.,
3:31-35).

• Jesus cursed a fig tree for not having any figs when he was hungry,
despite the fact that it wasn't the season for figs (II: 12-14).

• The disciples who were to fonn the foundation of the new commu
nity consistently seem dull, obstinate, and cowardly (e.g., 8:32-33 ~

1035-37; 14:37-40, 50),

• Jesus was betrayed by an inner-circle disciple (14:43-46), and Peter
cowardly denied any association with him (14:66-72).

• Women were the first to discover Jesus's tomb was empty-while
the men were hiding in fear! (16:1-8).
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On top of all this, and most significantly, we must remember that the
Gospel of Mark, and each subsequent Gospel, is centered on the fact
that Jesus was crucified by the Romans. It is hard to imagine a surer way
to convince first-century Jews that someone is not the Messiah than by
telling them that the would-be savior was executed by Israel's military
oppressors! To go further and tell them that this would-be savior died a
cursed death on a cross would make the sales pitch all the worse (see Deut,
21:22-23). If ever there was something an early, predominantly Jewish,
oral tradition would not invent-indeed, if ever there was something we
might expect an early, predominately Jewish, oral tradition to smooth over
if not conveniently forget altogether-it is this! Yet we find that not only
do the Gospels retain this event, it forms the center of their storyl

When we consider these self-damaging features of the Jesus tradition
together, it becomes difficult to deny that this tradition is substantially
rooted in history. Likewise, it becomes difficult to deny that the Gospel
authors were concerned to faithfully convey the essential elements of
the Jesus tradition that formed the very self-identity of their respective
communities.

The Omission ofRelevant Issues

Third, while Mark and the other Gospels include material one might
have thought they'd omit, they also omit material one might have thought
they would have included if they (and the oral traditions they drew from
and fed back into) were more interested in presenting a Jesus who was
relevant to the ongoing needs of the community than they were in re
membering Jesus as he actually was. From Paul and Other early sources
(e.g., Acts, the Didache, Clement of Rome), we leartl a great deal about
the sorts of issues the early church struggled with. But most of these issues
are not addressed in the Gospels.

For example, we find in the Gospels nothing about how Gentiles were
to be integrated into the originally Jewish Jesus movement. Nor do we
find anything about how glossolalia and other spiriwal gifts were to be
used, what food and drink could and couldn't be consumed, what role
women could have in the church, or a multitude of other issues we know
the early church had to wrestle with. Had the earliest Jesus traditions
been inclined to invent a Jesus relevant to their particular concerns rather
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than simply remember him as he was, these are precisely the sorts a/issues
we would have expected the Jesus of the Gospels to mUlress. 2D The fact that
the Gospel traditions retain embarrassing material while failing to insert

helpful material testifies to their significant historical interest and thus
their general reliability.
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The Questions of Consistency and Plausibility

" X~ come now to the seventh and eighth tests historians customarVV~y subject ancient documents to as they seek to discern their
historical reliability. I

Question 7: Is the document internally consistent?

Generally speaking, fabricated accounts tend to include more inconsis
tencies than truthful accounts. Hence, the absence of inner contradictions
contributes to a positive estimation of the document's historical veracity.
In the case of the four Gospels, we must ask this question not only in
relation to each Gospel, hut of the Gospels' relationships with one another.

for they each purport to tell essentially the same story.
Space considerations prevent us from investigating in any detail the

particular alleged conflicts within and between the Gospels. This has
already been carried out by a number of very capable scholars.2 Rather,

what we shall do is make several broad observations, arising mostly out

III
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of recent orality studies that we believe put the alleged contradictions

within and between the Gospels in a different light. Our argument shall

he that when we cease treating these works as though they were written

with a modern, literary register and, instead, appreciate them as (writ

ten) recitations of an oral tradition intended to be heard in a community

setting-not silently studied in an isolated setting-----the level of variation

we find within and between the Gospels is not such that it should lessen

our confidence in their historical veracity. To the contrary, this level of

variation, and even apparent discrepancy, is precisely what we should

expect given that these works were written as inscribed recitations of an

already well-known oral tradition.

The Discrepancies within and between the Gospels

No informed person denies that there are apparent contradictions

within and between the four Gospels. These apparent conflicts can be

grouped into four general categories:

1. Instances of apparelitly mutually exclusive reports. For example,

did Jesus tell his disciples to take a staff and sandals, as Mark

reports (Mark 6:8-9), or not to take them, as Matthew reports

(Matt. 1O:9-10)?

2. Instam:es within a Gospel where it appears that one historical event

MS been recorded as two separate events (called "doublets "). Perhaps

the most famous example of this is the two differing accounts of

Jesus supernaturally feeding the multitudes (e.g" Mark 6:33--44 and

8: 1-9), Many critical scholars argue these two stories are actually

two varying accounts of the same story.

3. Unexplainable omissions or additions within parallel passages. For

example, Mark and Luke record Jesus giving an unqualified prohibi

tion against divorce (Mark 10: 11-12; Luke 16: 18) while Matthew

adds an exception clause (Matt. 5:32; 19:9).

4. Chronological conflicts. For example, the episode of Jesus cursing

the fig tree and teaching his disciples its lesson occurs over two

days in Mark (Mark 11:12-14, 20--25), while Matthew collapses

this into one instantaneous event (MatL 21:18-22).
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The question is, do conflicts such as these constitute contradictions

that should undermine our assessment of the historical veracity of these
works, or can most of these apparent contradictions be harmonized? Again,

while we will not here attempt any detailed harmonizations, we offer five
broad considerations that we believe render an affirmative answer to the

harmonization question much more likely than not.

A Change in Attitude

First, it's important to note that none of these apparent conflicts have

been discovered recently. To the contrary, Christian thinkers have known
about them since the second century and have offered a variety of plausible

ways of resolving them. ,; Clearly, therefore, the insistence on the part of many

contemporary New Testament critics, indudingalliegendary-Jesus theorists,
that these conflicts are irresolvable and thus undermine the historical trust

worthiness of the Gospels is not rooted in any newly discovered facts. Nor is
it rooted in any new evidence demonstrating that the proposed ways of har

moni:7ing these conflicts are all implausible. Rather, this insistence is rooted
in a relatively new attitude many modern scholars bring to the data.

More specifically, proposed ways of reconciling conflicts within and be
tween the Gospels have become implausible to many contemporary scholars,
not necessarily because they are inherently so, but because the naturalistic
worldview that has been embraced by these modem scholars renders them so.

That is, because the Gospels contain miracles, which the naturalistic world
view disallows, these scholars bring to these works a skeptical attitude that

renders attempts to resolve their apparent contradictions superfluous.
To come at this from a slightly different direction, one attempts to

resolve contradictions within and between documents only if he or she

believes it's at least possible the works in question are generally trustwor
thy. If, instead, one has already concluded that a set of documents are

not generally trustworthy, then the appearance of contradictions simply
confirms what one assumes he or she already knew: namely, that the
documents in question are not reliable, Indeed, in the case of the Gos

pels, many critics assume that attempts to reconcile apparent conflicts
are always theologically motivated (namely, trying to defend a conception

of biblical inspiration) and thus cannot be judged as representing good,
historical-critical scholarship.
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The prejudicial nature of this skeptical stance is shown in the fact that,

from a strictly historiographical perspective, the level of apparent conflicts

between the Gospels is relatively normal. Rarely in history do we find mul"

riple witnesses to an event that do not contain apparent contradictions.
As Gilbert Garraghan explains in his Guide to Historical Metlwd, "Almost

any critical history that discusses the evidence for important statements

will furnish examples of discrepant or contradictory accounts and the
attempts which are made to reconcile them."4 Recently, the necessity of

engaging in harmonization attempts was recognized by film writer and
director James Cameron while working on the script for his blockbuster

movie The Titanic. In a documentary interview on the making of his film,

Cameron explained that he discovered numerous conflicts in the available

eyewitness reports about what happened on the Titanic's fateful voyage.

Some of these reports were given in court under oath, and there was

absolutely no reason to doubt their essential veracity. Yet, as is typical of

multiple eyewitness accounts, these reports contained a variety of appar

ent discrepancies. Despite these apparent conflicts, however, Cameron

reported that he found enough in common among the reports to start

reconstructing the main lines of what actually happened.'

From discrepant reports ofAlexander the Great by Arrian and Plutarch to

the differing accounts of Hannibal crossing the Alps by Livy and Polybius all

the way up to conflicts between reports found every week in our various news

magazines, discrepancies are the norm-which means attempts at harmoniza

tion accounts must be the role as we try to discern what actually happened.

Because of this, the standard historiographical assumption is that conflicting

data that is purportedly historical deserves to be read as sympathetically as

possible, with attempts to harmonize the conflicting data carried out before

one dismisses the data as unreliable on the basis of these apparent conflicts.

The only apparent reason legendary-Jesus theorists don't extend this same

courtesy to the Gospels is because they have already decided-for meta

physical, not historiographical, reasons (see chapter I)-that the Gospels

aren't trustworthy. And this, we contend, is prejudicial.

The Fragmentary Nature of Oral Recitations

Second, if searching for ways of harmonizjng apparently conflicting

accounts is generally warranted when trying to discern what actually hap-
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pened, it is all the more so when one is dealing with apparent conflicts
between texts written in an orally dominant context, such as the Gospels. As
was mentioned in chapter 5, recent orality studies have demonstrated that
orally oriented sources, whether written or oral, presuppose a much broader
tradition that is typically well-known to the listening audience. This broader
tradition forms what can be called the "mental text" of the community, and
it forms the assumed context within which all shared episodes of the oral
tradition, whether written or orally performed, make sense.

For this reason, orally oriented tradition employs a good deal of "me
tonymy," which is "a mode of signification wherein a part stands for the
whole. "6 Hence, most of what is intended to be communicated by tradents
within the community is not explicitly stated in any given oral or written
performance. They typically record "the relevant facts very partially ..
relying on a background of memory and witnesses."7 And in light of these
considerations, we must conclude we will always misunderstand works
written with an oral register if we treat them as if they were modern,
autonomous, self-sufficient works.

Rosalind Thomas makes this point well when she notes that ancient
documents "presuppose knowledge which is simply remembered and not
written down," Far from being autonomous works, as texts with literate
registers tend to be, ancient works "cannot perform their task without
backing from non-written communication." Hence, she concludes, "It
becomes difficult to separate oral and written modes in any meaningful
sense except in the most basic one (i.e" what was written down and what
was not). It is surely only our modern confidence in and obsession with the
written text which see documents as entirely self-sufficient."3

The implications of these observations are significant when it comes
to assessing the apparent conflicts within and between the Gospels. It
means that to treat these works responsibly we have to try to imagine the
broader tradition the audience and author shared and within which the
individual, fragmentary, elliptical accounts were originally understood.
And this means we have to try to imagine a broader oral context within
which the apparent conflicts between accounts can be harmonized. ln
this light, we must conclude that the refusal of skeptical scholars to ac
knowledge the legitimacy of attempting to harmonize the Gospel accounts
is not only prejudicial; it is fundamentally opposed to the very nature of the
Gospel texts themselves.
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These observations, of course, don't imply that we can simply assume
that if we had access to the broader oral tradition of the early Christians,
all apparent conflicts would be instantly resolved. From a strictly histo

riographical perspective, we have to concede that it's possible that various
traditions gradually modified their contents in the course of transmission
in ways that simply contradict other traditions, even by ancient oral stan
dards. But it does imply that modern scholars shouldn't assume that what
appears to us to be a contradiction would tWt be reconciled if we had access
to the broader oral traditions the written Gospels drew on and fed back
into. And, therefore, it implies we shouldn't dismiss plausible proposals

as to how apparent conflicts might be harmonized in light of the broader,
presupposed oral tradition shared by the Gospels' original audience. To
the contrary, as we've said, to read the Gospels nonanachronistically, we

Mve to try to imagine this broader shared background.

On Remembering Things, Not Words

Third, orality studies have consistently demonstrated that the focus of
memory in oral traditions is generally on "things," not '\vords."9 As we've said,
oral performers are typically given significant leeway in how they retell a
story, so long as they convey the essence of the story accurately. This means

that we can expect to find the essential voice of Jesus in the early church's
oral tradition, but we cannot suppose early Christians would, as a rule, have
been invested in preserving the exact words ofJesus. It also suggests that we
are likely missing the mark if we suppose there to be any genuine conflict
between the different ways the Gospels record the teachings and events
of Jesus's life. Modem, literate-minded people might find a contradiction

between one Gospel author recording Jesus telling his disciples to wear
sandals (Mark 6:9) while the others have him forbidding them (Matt. 10: 10;
Luke 10:4), but it's very unlikely an ancient person would have been con
cerned in the least with such a variance in detail. For the essential point

of Jesus's teaching is the same in all three accounts-namely, the disciples
were to trust God for their provisions while doing missionary work. 10

Schematic Wholes over Discrete Facts

Fourth, and closely related to this, we now know that oral traditions
typically place far more emphasis on schematic wholes than on isolated



How Am I Supposed to Believe That? 117

details. II As we saw in chapter 5, Bultmann and most other early form

critics assumed that oral traditions could only pass on small units of
tradition, not extended narratives. But, as we've already shown, they had
it exactly wrong. Generally speaking, explicit and implicit extended narra
tives and integrated schematic complexes are precisely the sorts of things
that are viewed as essential to oral traditions, What is not so essential
is the precise way events are ordered and remembered in any given oral
performance.

S. A. Sowayan's insightful study of Arabic historical narrative in the

oral mode is instructive at this point. Sowayan demonstrated that orally
transmitted narratives are designed as suwalif-meaning, literally, "to
have happened in the past." In sharp contrast to the widespread assump
tion of many Western scholars that oral traditions tend to lack genuine
historical interest, Sowayan has shown that the traditional narratives he
studied were centered on "historical events and biographical or social
circumstances connected with the immediate, or remote, past."I2Yet, he

has also demonstrated that the order in which events are presented in any
given oral pedormance has more to do with the process of remembering
on the part of the performer than it does with the order in which events
actually took place. "As one remembers," he says, "one narrates.... Once
the narrative begins, it can be developed in any of several possible direc
tions, depending upon the performance context. "13

Sowayan fleshes out the nature of these historical, oral recitations
when he continues:

A long narrative is a duster of smaller narratives which are imbedded and
interlinked with each other. The swarming of the various narratives to the
narrators mind as he starts, and the disentanglement of the various episodes
as they come in the way of one another and crowd in his breast ... can be
likened to the flocking of thirsty camels to the drinking-trough. .. At times,
stories come in the way of one another and the narrator may find himself
compelled to suspend an ongoing story in the middle to tell a different
one. _, . This is because narratives are plentiful and interconnected,"

Numerous orality studies have found a similar pattern in a wide variety
of cultural settings. I'; Unless they are familiar with it, this sort of nonlinear,

creative flexibility in how material is presented may strike modern, highly
literate people as involving historical inaccuracies and contradictions.
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But, as a matter of fact, such a conclusion would merely evidence how
thoroughly these post-Gutenberg folk had misunderstood the nature of
communicative perfonnances within orally dominant cultures.

It is no accident that the Gospels each exhibit this interesting bal
ance between essential fixity and creative flexibility. As tradents operating
within the communicative content of an oral register, the Gospel authors

freely rearrange events and sayings. They sometimes seem to collate or
divide up events (as we previously noted Matthew doing with Mark's
version of the cursing of the fig tree). At times they seem to intentionally

do this for topical reasons. But, for all we know, at other times they may
do so simply because this is how the material presented itself to them as
they were composing their works. In any event, by the standnrds oforally
dominant cultures, the fact that the way events and sayings are ordered
is markedly different in each Gospel does not constitute a contradiction
and does not in the least compromise the genuineness of the historical
interest or capabilities of the Gospel authors. To think otherwise, as many
legendary-Jesus theorists do, is to think anachronistically.

Jesus as an Itinerant Preacher

A fifth and final implication of orality studies for our understanding
of apparent conflicts within and between the Gospels centers on the
itinerant ministry of Jesus himself. Because the modern critical study of
the Gospels has been driven by a literary paradigm, insufficient attention
has been paid to the realities and constraints that would have character
ized Jesus's itinerant ministry within an orally dominant culture. 16 Only
recently have a few modern scholars begun to seriously work through the
implications of the fact that Jesus's ministry would have, of necessity,
been characterized by multiple oral performances of the same---or at
least very similar-material.

Werner Kelber hits the mark when he notes that "reiteration and varia
tion of words and stories must be assumed for Jesus' own proclamation.
Multiple, variable renditions, while observable in tradition, are highly
plausible in Jesus' own oral perfonnance."'7 N. T. Wright notes the "enor
mous implications ... this [observation] has for synoptic criticism" when
he argues that "within the peasant oral culture of his day, Jesus must have
left behind him, not one or two isolated traditions, but a veritable mare's
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nest of anecdotes, and also of sentences, aphorisms, rhythmic sayings,
memorable stories with local variations, [etc.]."18

This implies that, in all likelihood, many of the variations of Jesus's
teachings found in the Gospels-variations that modern, literate-minded
scholars tend to explain by appealing to the different redactional purposes
of each individual author-are probably better explained simply as oral
variations performed by Jesus himself. 19 This also may explain certain
doublets found in the Gospels. An itinerant preacher like Jesus would
have said and done very similar things in different locations at different
times. To reject such an explanation, as many skeptical scholars do, is
to "simply have no historical imagination for what an itinerant ministry,
within a peasant culture, would look Iike"20

To conclude this section, it is clear that by the standards of a modern,
literary paradigm, the Gospels indeed contain contradictions. \\!hat we
have been arguing, however, is that evaluating them by these modern
standards is anachronistic. Judged by the conventions and constraints of
their own orally dominant cultural context and read sympathetically with
an imaginative appreciation for the wider oral tradition they were written
to express and feed back into, the Gospels are shown to exhibit the sort
of broad internal consistency that suggests that the authors intended to
faithfully record the essential aspects of Jesus's life and that they were
successful at doing so.

Question 8: Does the document contain inherently implausible
events?

To the extent that a document asks us to believe things that seem in
herently improbable, historians are inclined to judge them as historically
unreliable. Of course, this leaves unanswered the question of how we are
to decide what is and is not "inherently improbable."21

This question is especially important when it comes to assessing docu
ments, like the Gospels, that contain reports of supernatural occurrences.
For, as we have argued (chapter 1), whether a historian finds such accounts
to be inherently improbable will largely depend on what presuppositions
he or she brings to the investigation. Indeed, in the case of the Gospels
it seems evident that these presuppositions playa decisive role, for, as
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we are seeing, the Gospel accounts give us many other reasons to accept
that they are, in fact, generally reliable. Certainly the general way these

works recount the events of Jesus's life and ministry, including miraculous
episodes, is relatively sober and realistic-as evidenced, for example, by
the way they include self-damaging material (chapter 8), These works are

characteristically devoid of the sort of implausible eulogizing common
in legends aod frequently found in later legendary gospels. Legendary
Jesus theorists nevertheless find these works to be implausible-largely
because they just "know" at the start that supernatural events, such as
those reported in the Gospels, cannot possibly be rooted in history.

As we argued in chapter 1, this stance of dogmatic naturalism is noth
ing more than an ethnocentric metaphysical assumption that has to be
accepted on faith. There are no compelling philosophical, logical, or his
torical arguments that require us to assume (or even justify) this stance.

Moreover, this assumption has not been shared by most people throughout
history, and it remains unshared by most people today-including the vast
majority of people in contemporary Western culture. It is an assumption
held by a relatively small group of Western academics who insist that
their own culturally conditioned way of looking at the world is the only
true way, all the evidence to the contrary notwithstanding.

Though these scholars often hold that their naturalistic assumption is
the cornerstone for all truly critical historiography, we submit that, as a
matter of fact, it is not nearly critical enough. Rather, a truly critical ap
proach would begin by being critical of the culturally conditioned nature
of its own presuppositions-including the academic, Western presup
position that truly supernatural events cannot occur.

If one can genuinely remain open to the possibility that such natural
istic presuppositions are incorrect, we submit that there is Widespread
evidence throughout the world, and compelling evidence within the Gos
pels themselves, that these presuppositions are, in fact, incorrect. And
once the naturalistic assumption has been suspended, one finds there
is nothing in the Gospels that is inherently implausible--at least not to

the point that would justify calling the general reliability of these works
into question.
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The Question of Literary Corroboration

~e final two questions customarily asked by historians assessing a dacu1 :ent's historical reliability are not about the internal characteristics
of the document in question, as were the previous eight. Rather, they are

about the extent to which evidence outside of the document confirms or

refutes claims made by the document. More specifically, these last two

questions address the relation a document has to other literary evidence,

on the one hand, and archaeological evidence, on the other. We shall ad

dress the question of literary evidence in this chapter and the question
of archaeological evidence in the next. I

Question 9: Does literary evidence corroborate the claims
made by the document?

To the extent that the historical claims made by a document can be
corroborated by other ancient documents that are deemed trustworthy,

121
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a historian's confidence in the historical reliability of the document is

enhanced, all other things being equal.
It must be said at the outset that there is very little by way of ancient

literary evidence that confirms or refutes claims made by the Gospels.
This should not surprise us, however. More often than not, claims made
by ancient documents can't be corroborated, jf for no other reason than

that the vast majority of all that was written in the ancient world has
perished in the sands of time. Not only this, but historians in the ancient
Roman world typically wrote under the authority of governing officials.

They thus tended to be interested only in matters that were relevant to
the administration they worked for. Since the earliest Jesus movement was

a small, sectarian, Jewish group in a rather remote region of the Roman
Empire, and since new religious movements were not uncommon in the

ancient world, one shouldn't expect to find either Jesus or the movement
he birthed referred to by ancient historians.

Nevertheless, while relevant literary evidence is meager, it's not nonex

istent (as some legendary-Jesus theorists contend). And the little relevant
literary evidence we find arguably helps corroborate certain claims made

in the Gospels. The following are the most important pieces of evidence
that plausibly support aspects of the early Jesus tradition.

Tludlus

The first possible noncanonical reference to an event recorded in
the Gospels concerns an obscure historian named Thallus, who wrote
a three-volume history in the mid-50s. As with most ancient works, this

document has not suMved. It is referred to by other writers, however, and
the reference that interests us comes from JuliusAfricanus, a third-century

Christian historian. In the course of discussing the prolonged darkness
that occurred on the day Jesus died, Julius notes that "in the third book
of his history Thallus calls this darkness an eclipse of the sun-wrongly in
my opinion."2 It thus seems that Thallus confirms the Gospels' accounts

of the unusual darkness that engulfed the land when Jesus was crucified
(Matt. 27:45; Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44).

Some argue that Thallus may have simply been accepting as fact a
Christian (legendary) tradition about the supernatural darkness that oc

curred during Jesus's crucifixion and offering an alternative explanation
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of it. l This isn't impossible, of course, but it strikes us as unlikely. VVhy
would a Roman historian take the claims of a recent and relatively minor

religious sect so seriously that it would warrant a counterexplanation,
unless he believed the cwim to be true on other grounds? Indeed, one won

ders why a Roman historian would bother to incorporate something as
common as an ordinary eclipse into his work unless there was something

unusual about this particular eclipse that continued to make it a topic of
conversation two decades after it happened.

If the account of the prolonged darkness is rooted in history, we can
understand why it might have been widely remembered and why Thallus
would feel the need to offer a counterexplanation for it---especially if a

despised cult (the Christians) was using this publicly acknowledged event

to further their own cause. It thus seems to us more likely than not that
Thallus's remark constitutes the earliest external corroboration of an event
in the Gospels. And the confirmation is all the more significant because

it involves a potentially supernatural occurrence.

Pliny

Around AD \10, while governor of Bithynia, Pliny wrote to the Emperor
Trajan asking him for advice on dealing with Christians in his territory.
In the course of the letter, Pliny recounts information about Christians

he had gathered from people who had defected from the Christian faith
under threat of death. He says,

They [former Christians] assured me that the sum total of theif error
consisted in the fact that they regularly assembled on a certain day be
fore daybreak. They recited a hymn antiphonally to Christus as if to a
god, and bound themselves with an oath not to commit any crime, but to
abstain from theft, robbery, adultery, breach of faith, and embezzlement
of property entrusted to them. After this it was their custom to separate,
and' then to come together again to partake of a meal, but of an ordinary
and innocent one.'

From this letter we learn that, despite Nero's attempt to wipe Chris

tianity out and other persecutions, by the early second century the Jesus
movement had spread to Bithynia, and its followers had become so numer
ous it had to be dealt with by the local governor. We also learn from this
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letter that both Christians and non-Christians at this time assumed Jesus
had existed as a real, historical person and that Christians worshipped him
as divine, confinning the view of Jesus given in the New Testament. Thus,

even apart from all evidence from Paul or the Gospels, Pliny's testimony
challenges us to explain how a movement begun among Jews and on
Jewish soil could have come to believe that a man was "a god" and could

have experienced the kind of rapid growth it obviously experienced.

Suetonius

In the fifth volume of his Lives of the Caesars, the Roman historian
Suetonius refers to the expulsion of Jews from Rome during Claudius's
reign ioAD 49. Writing around AD 120, he notes that Claudius "expelled

the Jews from Rome, since they were always making disturbances be
cause of the instigator Chrestus."5 A rather plausible case can be made
for concluding that the "Chrestus" Suetonius speaks of is in fact Christ.

Chrestus was a common name among Gentiles but was not used by Jews,

so far as we know." At the same time, one can easily understand Suetonius
mistaking a Jewish title ("Christ'') he was unfamiliar with for a common
Greek name and thus emending it to Chrestus.7

Also significant is the fact that Luke tells us that Jews were temporarily
expelled from Rome by Claudius because a riot had broken out Over the
preaching of Christ (Acts 18:2). Bringing all this together, it's not hard to

surmise that Suetonius mistakenly understood a riot that was allegedly
instigated by Christians as being instigated by Christ himself, whose name

as we've suggested, he mistook to be the proper Greek name Chrestus.
or course the theory is speculative, but not implausibly so. The alterna

tive is to suppose that a Je\.Vish man with an un-Jewish name started a riot
that got all the Jews in Rome expelled and that Luke wrongly, and quite
coincidentally, attributed this expulsion to a Jewish uprising against Chris

tians. But this strikes us as even more speculative and implausible. If our
suggestion is accepted, we not only have here a secular reference to Christ,
we have a confinnation of the accuracy of Luke's account in Acts and yet

further testimony to how quickly the early Christian movement grew. Less
than two decades after its founder died-hence while eyewitnesses (includ
ing the founder's brother) were still alive-this movement was large enough

to incite a riot that led an emperor to temporarily expel Jews from Rome.
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Celsus

125

In the late second century, the Neoplatonist philosopher Celsus wrote
the first known full-scale attack on Christianity, entitled True Doctrine. B

What's significant about this work is that Celsus argues that Jesus was
a sorcerer and a magician. We find this charge raised a number of times
in later Jewish tradition and, according to the Gospels, it goes back
to opponents of Jesus himself (Matt. 12:24; Mark 3:22; Luke ILlS).
What's most interesting about this is that no one in the ancient world
ever flatly denied that Jesus performed miracles-let alone that he
existed. They rather granted that he performed miracles but offered
different ways of explaining them (e.g., demonic power, trickery). This
unifonn agreement is difficult to explain on the assumption that the
Jesus story was in fact a recently created legend at the time the Gospels
were written. If it was indeed largely legendary, wouldn't at least some
of the numerous critics of the early Jesus movement have raised this
charge against it?

In this light, we consider Celsus's charge to be confirmation of the
existence of Jesus and the apparently miraculous nature of his ministry.

Lucian ofSanwsata

Sometime around AD 165 Lucian wrote a book entitled The Death of
Peregnnus, in which he blamed the ruin of Peregrinus on Christians, based
on the fact that they discouraged the worship of Peregrinus's traditional
gods. At one point Lucian refers to Christ as "that other whom [Chris
tians1still worship, the man who was crucified in Palestine because he
introduced this new cult into the world."9 What's most interesting about
this passage is that the word Lucian uses for "crucifixion" (armskolopizein)

is not the common one, and it's certainly not the one used in the Gospels
(stauroun). It literally means "to impale," which is not how any early

Christian described Jesus's death.
This deviation from Christian tradition may indicate that Lucian is

relying on an independent, non-Christian tradition about Jesus.As Craig
Evans points out, it "suggests that Lucian's knowledge of Jesus, 'the man
crucified in Palestine,' may not be limited to Christian tradition."10 Hence,

Lucian may provide independent confirmation of Jesus's crucifixion.



126

Tacitus

The Gospels and Ten Tests of Historical Reliability

More important than all the previous secondary sources is a passage
found in Tacitus's Annals. Cornelius Tacitus was proconsul of Asia for

two years (AD 112-113), and he authored two works that survive today
only in portions. The Annals was his second work and consisted of sixteen

volumes in which he rather meticulously covers Roman history from
Augustus through Nero (AD 14-68). The portion of the Annals that is
of interest to us (15:44) was most likely written around AD 115. The

passage comes in the context of a discussion of the great fire of Rome
uncler Nero's reign. Tacitus reports:

Therefore, to squelch the rumor [that the burning of Rome had taken
place by Nero's own order], Nero supplied (as culprits) and punished in
the most extraordinary fashion those hated for their vice, whom the crowd

called "Christians." Christus, the author of their name, had suffered the
death penalty during the reign of Tiberius, by sentence of the procurator
Pontius Pilate. The pernicious superstition was checked for a time, only

to break out once more, not merely in Judea, the origin of the evil, but in
the capital itself, where all things horrible and shameful collect and are

practiced. '1

This passage confirms the Gospels' report that Jesus was executed
during the reignofTiberius (Le.,AD 14-37) and when Pilate was procura
tor (or prefect, see below; AD 26-36). Tacitus also confirms that within

a few decades after it began in Judea, and despite being regarded as a
"pernicious superstition" and "hated for vice," this movement had spread
with remarkable speed-to the point where, by the early 60s, Nero could

plausibly make Christians scapegoats for a citywide fire. 12

Some legendary-Jesus theorists try to argue that this passage was a
Christian interpolation, but their arguments are not particularly strong.l.J
There is no textual evidence to support this claim, and, in any case, it's
very difficult to imagine why a Christian would insert into Tacitus's work

a description of Christianity as a "pernicious superstition" or say that
Christians were "hated" for their"vice." Nor would one expect a Christian

interpolator to limit the account of Christian origins to Jesus's execution.
One would rather have thought the interpolator would at least allude

to Jesus's resurrection. We thus find ourselves in agreement with John
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Meier when he concludes, "Despite some feeble attempts to show that
this text is a Christian interpolation in Tacitus, the passage is obviously
genuine."'4

Others have attempted to argue that Tacitus is simply being unreliable
at this point. They point out that Tacitus identifies Pilate as a "procurator"
of Judea, though archaeological evidence suggests that the official term
used for Pilate's position during his reign was "prefect."'5 "Procurator"
was the term used in Tacitus's day and, it is argued, he anachronistically
applied it to Pilate.

The argument simply doesn't hold up, however. It is entirely possible
that Tacitus was intentionally anachronistic for the sake of clarity since
"procurator" was the accepted title of Pilate's position among Tacitus's
audience. Even more significantly, archaeological and literal)' evidence
suggests that these and other terms for reigning officials were rather fluid
in the first centul)'.

For example, though the "Pilate-stone" discovered at Caesarea Mari
tima in 1961 gives Pilate the title "prefect," both Philo (On the Embassy
to Gaius 38) and josephus (jewish War, 2.169) refer to him as "procura
tor" (the Greek word is epitropos),just as Tacitus does. Indeed, josephus
sometimes uses the two tenns interchangeably I" Hence, there is no basis
for questioning Tacitus's reliability on these grounds. Indeed, it is signifi
cant that Tacitus is generally regarded among scholars as being one of
the most accurate of all ancient historians. 17

We thus take it as finnly established that Tacitus provides extrabibli
cal confirmation of Jesus's crucifixion and, once again, challenges us to
explain the origin and rapid growth of this Jewish movement that regarded
a recent contemporal)' as the embodiment of Yahweh while his brother
and closest disciples were still alive.

Josephus's James Passage

Arguably even more important than Tacitus's reference to jesus are
two passages found in josephus's work. The first of these two references
may be called "the James passage" since it centers on James, the brother
of Jesus. It reads, "When, therefore, Ananus [the high priest] was of
this [angl)'] disposition, he thought he had now a proper opportunity
[to exercise his authority]. Festus was now dead, and Albinus was but
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upon the road. So he assembled the sanhedrin of judges, and brought

before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name
was James (jelvish Antiquities 20.9.I)."1~

This passage confirms that Jesus existed and, in fact, was known well

enough in the late first century that Josephus could assume his audience

knew of him. Only on this assumption can we account for Josephus
identifying James by referring to him as Christ's brother. Not only this,

but Josephus confirms that James was Jesus's biological brother-a point

that is particularly significant because Paul knew James as a contempo
rary, which in turn entails that Paul viewed his brother, Jesus, as a recent

contemporary (see chapter 3). Hence, this passage once again forces the

question of how this first-century jew could have arisen to the status of
Yahweh embodied while his brother and disciples were still alive-indeed,

with his brother becoming one of his followers. This is not at all easy to
explain as a legend, especially in a first-century Palestinian jewish context.

It forces us, therefore, to once again seriously consider the possibility that

the jesus of history was indeed someone who had the kind of supernatural

power and authority the Gospels ascribe to him.

Some scholars, however, argue that the James passage was inserted

into the text by a later Christian copyist. The most prominent reasons
given for this conclusion are the following:

• Though Josephus mentions many messiah figures, he never uses the

term Christos. The use of this term in this passage thus suggests a
Christian wrote it.

• The fact that josephus mentions Jesus before he gives his account

of john the Baptist suggests that a Christian wrote it, for a Christian
would have wanted Jesus to assume pride of place over John.

• The passage involves a very negative assessment ofAnanus the high
priest. However, when josephus mentions Ananus in his earlier

work,]ewish War (4.5.2), he is quite positive toward him.

• The passage reads naturally without any reference to Jesus. Nothing
is lost if jesus's name is removed. Since the story is abomAnanus,

not james, there would be no need for josephus to include an ad

ditional qualifier on james. A Christian interpolator, on the other

hand, would have motive to add this qualifier. 19
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The case against the James passage initially looks formidable. But on

closer examination, its apparent strength diminishes considerably. We
offer five considerations.

1. It is worth noting that there is no textual evidence that this passage
has been inserted. While certainly not decisive against the interpolation
theory given the relative scarcity of ancient manuscripts of Antiquities,

this consideration nevertheless may cast some initial doubt on the inter
polation theory.

2. While it is true that Josephus nowhere else uses the title "Christ" of
alleged messiahs, we can easily imagine why he would do so when describ

ing the brother of James. Josephus mentions twenty-one other people with
the name Jesus! Indeed, in the very same section as the James passage he
mentions a certain "Jesus, the son of Damneus." It seems Josephus simply
knew (and expected his audience to know) that the brother of James was
"called Christ" by his followers and so distinguished him from the other
men named Jesus he'd already mentioned.~o Not only this, but the very

fact that Josephus says he was "called Christ" rather than simply referring
to "Jesus the Christ" would seem to suggest that we are dealing with a
Jewish historian who merely wanted to identify James by specifying his
well-known brother-not a Christian interpolator.

3. As Craig Evans notes, there is in this passage "nothing Christian,

or positive, in the reference to James or Jesus. The whole point seems to
be to explain why Ananus was disposed as High Priest."21 If a Christian

had added this passage, one would have thought that much more would
have been made of James and especially Jesus. Instead, as John Meier
notes, all we have here is "a passing, almost blase reference to someone
called James."2~ Related to this, early Christians did not refer to James in
the matter-oUact way this passage does~namely, simply calling him "the
brother of Jesus." Rather, they typically used more laudable titles such as
"the brother of the Lord" or "the brother of the Savior."~~

4. While it is true that Josephus's view ofAnanus in the James passage
is more negative than what we find in his early work, jewish War, it's also

true that there is an unmistakable negative shift in Josephus's general at
titude toward Jewish religious and political leadership between these two
works. 2~ The negative view ofAnanus in this passage is consistent with this

general shift. Hence, nothing of any significance can be read into it.
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5. Perhaps most significantly, the account of James's martyrdom in
Josephus differs markedly from the traditional Christian account. From
later Christian sources (namely, Eusebius, Hegesippus, and Clement of
Alexandria) we learn that early Christians believed James was first thrown

from the battlement of the temple by scribes and Pharisees. They then
began to stone him but were stopped by a priest. James was finally clubbed

to death by laundrymen. In contradiction to this, Josephus says James
was simply stoned to death by order of the high priest Ananus. Moreover,

according to the Christian tradition, James was killed just prior to Vespa

sian's siege of Jerusalem in AD 70. According to Josephus, however, he

died before the Jewish war broke out, around AD 62. The fact that the

Josephus account differs so dramatically from the traditional Christian

narrative suggests that this passage is not a Christian interpolation.25

For these reasons we conclude that it is more probable than not that the

James passage is authentic. As such, it confirms that Jesus existed, that he
was relatively well-known by the late first century, that he had a brother

named James, and that they lived just prior to whenAnanus was high priest,

thus situating Jesus and James in history precisely when the Gospels do.

The Testimonium Flavianum

The last reference to Jesus by a nonbiblical source is also from Josephus

and is by rar the most famous, perhaps the most important, and certainly

the most controversial. It is known as the Testimonium Flavianutll, which

is Latin for "the testimony of Flavius"-Josephus's first name. In the ver

sion that has come down to us, we read:

About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to call
him a man. For he was one who wrought surprising feats and was a teacher
of such people as accept the truth gladly. He won over many Jews and
many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. When Pilate, upon hearing him
accused by men of Ihe highest standing among us, had condemned him to
be crUcified, those who had in the first place come to love him did not give
up their affection for him. On Ihe third day he appeared to them restored
to life, for the prophets of God had prophesied these and countless other
marvelous things about him. And the tribe of the Christians, so called after
him, has still to this day not disappeared (Jewish Antiquities 18.3.3)."0
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Here we have the most important Jewish historian in ancient times ap
parently acknowledging not only that Jesus existed but that he was wise,
performed miracles, was the Messiah, was crucified, and even rose from the
dead! Unfortunately, almost all scholars agree that the passage is, in whole
or in part, a Christian interpolation. The most persuasive consideration is
that there are three phrases in this passage that are obviously Christian.

• .. ifindeed one ought to call him a flU-in." This is clearly an implicit
allusion to Christ's deity.

• "He was the Messiah." Not only would no non-Christian affinn this, hut
it seems that Josephus didn't even believe that the Messiah would be
Jewish. Rather, he seems to have thought that his patron, the Roman
general Vespasian, was the messiah (e.g., see ]etdsh War, 6.5.4).

• "On the third day he appeared to them restored to life, for the prophets
ofGod had prophesied these and countless othernwroelous things about
him." This whole sentence is filled with distinctly Christian content.
The phrase "on the third day" was a formulaic expression used
by early Christians (e.g., Matt, 16:21; 17:23; 20: 19; I Cor, 15:4).
The claim that jesus was restored to life is obviously a Christian
confession of the resurrection. And the claim that Old Testament
prophets foretold aspects of Jesus's life was a common early Chris·
tian theme.

On top of all this, the Testimonium isn't referred to by early Chris
tian apologists such as Irenaeus, Tertu!lian, and Origen, though it's clear
they were familiar with josephus's Antiquities. If Josephus had said the
things this passage has him say about Jesus, it's hard to imagine early
Christians not seizing it to their advantage. Even more damaging is the
fact that Origen twice noted that Josephus did not believe jesus was the
Messiah (see Against Celsus, 1,45; Commentary' on Matthew, 10.17). It
thus seems close to certain that the passage as it stands is at least partly
a Christian interpolation.

In Support ofa Reconstructed Version of the Testimonium

On the other hand, there are several compelling arguments that have
led many scholars to conclude that this passage isn't entirely an inter-
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polation. Once the three obviously Christian phrases are removed, the
passage reads like something a first-century Jewish historian could have
said about Jesus. If we remove the Christian phrases from the text, we
are left with the following:

About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man. For he was one who wrought
surprising feats and was a teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly_

He won over many Jews and manyof the Greeks. When Pilate, upon hearing

him accused by men of the highest standing among us, had condemned
him to be crucified, those who had in the first place come to love him did

not give up their affection for him. And the tribe of the Christians, so called

after him, has still to this day not disappeared."

There are six lines of consideration that, in our opinion, support some
thing like this reconstructed version of the Testimonium as what Josephus
himself actually wrote:

I. Acknowledging that Jesus was a "wise man" and a doer of "surpris
ing feats" would have been no problem for Josephus. As most New
Testament scholars agree, Jesus was widely known as a teacher
and a miracle worker in the ancient world, for better or for worse.
Josephus is merely noting what would have been commonly known
traditions about Jesus of Nazareth in the late first century. In fact,
there isn't anything in this passage that a first-century Jewish writer
couldn't have said about Jesus.

2. Significantly enough, a tenth-century Arabic translation of the Tes
timonium has been discovered, and it is quite close to the recon
structed passage offered above.2~ The phrase, "if indeed one ought
to call him a man," is completely absent. The phrase, "He was the
Messiah," is relocated to the end and reads, "He was perhaps the
Messiah." And the claim about Jesus's postmortem appearances
after the third day is preceded by, "They reported that.

A good number of reputable scholars believe this suggests that
the author of the Arabic version of the Testimonium had access to a
version of Antiquities whose textual tradition predated the Christian
interpolation. Thus, the Arabic text likely helps confirm something
like the reconstructed version of the Testimonium offered above.
Largely on this basis James Charlesworth concludes, "We can now
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be as certain as historical research will presently allow that Josephus

did refer to Jesus in Antiquities 18.63--64."Z'l
3, Not only does this reconstructed passage contain things that a Jew

ish historian could have said about Jesus, it also contains things
that a Christian interpolator would most likely not have said. The
statement that Jesus "won over" many Jews and Gentiles seems
inconsistent with a Christian interpolator. For the Christian tradi

tion, as contained in the Gospels, gives no indication that Jesus
ever emphasized evangelism among the Gentiles-let alone that
he was successful in doing so. Indeed, the Gospels present Jesus

as intentionally pursuing a distinctly Jewish following during his
lifetime (e.g., Matt. IO:5l.As Meier notes, it seems much less likely
that a Christian interpolator would have contradicted the Gospels'

own picture of Jesus's ministry than that Josephus himself simply
"retrojected the situation of his own day," wherein many among
Jesus's followers were Gentile,JO

In addition, the treatment of the role played by the Jewish au
thorities in the reconstructed Testimonium does not correspond with
the Gospels. This passage says the Jewish leaders only "accused"

Jesus, w:ith Pilate bearing responsibility for having him condemned,
while the Gospels seem to have the Jewish leaders bear the primary
responsibility for Jesus's execution.

4. Along these same lines, when stripped of its obvious Christian ele
ments, the Testinwnium can be read as actually giving a somewhat

negative assessment of Jesus and the early Christians." For example,
Josephus seems to be surprised that "the tribe of Christians" had
not disappeared, despite the shameful end of their leader. As Meier
notes, there is a distinctly "dismissive if not hostile" tone in this

HneY Not only thiS, but the word Josephus uses when he notes
that Jesus "won over" (epegageto) Jews and Gentiles can be read
as having a pejorative connotation. It possibly suggests someone

duping someone else and thus seems to suggest that this so-called
Messiah was something of a trickster. J,J These clearly are not things
a Christian interpolator would have included.

5. This negative tone plausibly explains why early Christian apolo
gists didn't appeal to this passage. Far from supporting the view
that Jesus was the Messiah, it could be seen as something of an
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argument against his being the Messiah. This also explains why

Origen complains that Josephus does not believe Jesus was the
Messiah (Against Celsus, 1.45; Commentary on Matthew, 10.17).
Indeed, as Louis Feldman notes, Origen's complaint actually helps

confirm the authenticity of the reconstructed Testimonium in that
"it makes no sense for Qrigen to express wonder that Josephus
did not admit Jesus to be the Messiah if he did not even mention
him."'·

6. Several other considerations support the authenticity of the recon
structed version of the Testimonium as well.-'l For example, shortly

after his comments on Jesus, Josephus launches into a much mOle

lengthy discussion of John the Baptist. If the whole of the Testimo

nium was the work of a Christian interpolator, it seems he would

have followed the Gospel pattern and placed it after the discussion

on John the Baptist, whom all Christians regarded as a forerunner
of Jesus.'" It also seems he would have created an account that at

least paralleled the discussion of John in terms of length.-" The
fact that the Testimonium is short and located before the account

of John the Baptist suggests that the Christian interpolator did not

take great liberties with Josephus's text but rather simply modified
the text slightly in the place he found it.

In light of these considerations, we side with the majority of scholars

today who conclude that something like the reconstructed version of the

Testinwnium was penned by Josephus. And this means that this passage

confirms a number of central claims of the Gospels. It confirms that Jesus
existed, that he was known as a teacher and was generally considered wise,
that he was known to have somehow performed surprising feats, that he

was crucified under Pilate, and that, surprisingly enough, the movement
he began continued on after his death.

Conclusion

We see that, while there is certainly not a wealth of literary evidence

corroborating claims found in the Gospels, there is as much, if not more,

than we might expect given that the early Jesus movement was a small,
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obscure sect in the first-century Roman world. The little evidence we do
find, however, is significant.

This evidence arguably confirms that Jesus existed (Pliny, Tacitus, Jose
phus) and had a brother named James, who was killed when Ananus was
high priest (Josephus). Jesus was known to be a wonder-worker (Josephus,
Celsus), a wise man, and a teacher (Josephus), and he was regarded by his
followers as divine (Pliny). He was crucified (Tacitus, Lucian, Josephus)
under Pontius Pilate during the reign of Tiberius (Tacitus, Josephus), and
his crucifixion seems to have been accompanied by a very long darkness
(Thallus). This crucifixion, far from squelching the movement, seems to
have been a catalyst for its growth (Tacitus). By AD 49 it was large enough
to have incited a riot, resulting in Claudius banishing the Jews from Rome
for a while, thus confirming Luke's report in Acts ($uetonius). By the
early 60s the movement had become so widespread that Jesus's disciples
could be plausibly blamed by Nero for a citywide fire (Tacitus). And by
the turn of the century it had spread all the way to Bithynia, where it was
large enough to cause problems for the governor (Pliny),

All of this arguably confirms, to some extent at least, the historical
veracity of the Gospels. \Vhat is perhaps even more interesting, however,
is how, even apart from the Gospels, these external sources raise rather
forcefully the question we've been asking throughout this work. Namely,
how are we to plausibly account for a movement arising in Palestine,
within a first-century Jewish context, that was centered on the faith that
a recent, wonder-working, wise teacher who had been crucified was ac
tually the saving Messiah and, in fact, the very embodiment of Yahweh
himself? Saying that this movement was rooted in a legend simply relabels
the problem; it does not solve it.

If we accept the testimony from the early disciples about why they
believed what they believed about Jesus, everything is explained. If we
don't accept this, however, what plausible explanatory alternative are we
left with?
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Excavating Jesus

The Question of Archaeological Confirmation

~e final question customarily asked by historians assessing a document's
l~~storical reliability is about the extent to which evidence outside of
the document confirms or refutes claims made by the document. More
specifically, this last question addresses the relation a document has to

other archaeological evidence. l

Question 10: Does archaeological evidence corroborate the
document?

There has been a significant amount of data arising from archaeological

research with respect to ancient Palestine over the last several decades
that potentially has implications for our assessment of the historicity
of the Gospels. We should point out at the start that, contrary to much
popular opinion, archaeology does not usually give us "the hard facts,"
To the contrary, the meaning and implications of most archaeological
artifacts are arguably less self-evident than the meaning and implications

137
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of ancient texts. Archaeological artifacts are thus usually (but not always)
open to a variety of interpretations and a variety of ways of working out

their implications. This intrinsic ambiguity has often been minimized by
both Christian apologists and more extreme New Testament critics. Some

on both sides have consequently tended to overstate their cases: one side
arguing that archaeology "proves" the New Testament to be true, and the

other side claiming it "proves" it to be full of historical errors. The reality

is that archaeology proves very little-if by proof onc means something
like, "making a case that no reasonable person can deny."

In light of this, we think it best to take an appropriately cautious ap
proach to archaeological findings. In what follows, therefore, we will, with

appropriate caution, briefly consider twelve archaeological discoveries,
or sets of discoveries, that many scholars argue most strongly confirm
aspects of the Gospels or that have implications for our assessment of
the historicity of the Gospels. 2

Evidence of the Nature ofFirst-Century Judaism

In our estimation, one of the most significant lines of archaeological
evidence in recent years is that which suggests that first-century Judaism
in general, and first-century Palestinian Judaism in particular, remained
ardently monotheistic and true to the Torah. As we noted in chapter 2,
among the findings that suggest this are the following:

• Coins minted by Herod in first-century Galilee avoid human rep
resentations, suggesting that Jews remained sensitive to traditional
Jewish interpretations of the second commandment against graven
images.

• Material used for ceramic wares in areas heavily populated by Jews
consistently conforms to Levitical laws.

• Ritual bathing pools have been discovered throughout the re
gion, suggesting that Jews generally held fast to traditional purity
codes.

• A conspicuous absence of pork bones in areas populated by Jews
at this time suggests Jews adhered to traditional dietary codes.

• Burial sites in Palestine reflect distinctly Jewish practices.
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In our estimation, discoveries such as these provide rather compelling

grounds for rejecting the claim of some legendary-Jesus theorists that
first-century Palestinian Jews were religiously Hellenized to the point

where they naturally would have generated or accepted a legend about a
miracle-working God-man.

BethsaitM

Recent excavations of Bethsaida confirm that the Gospel depiction
of this city as a fishing village existing on the north shore of the Sea

of Galilee is accurate."' Also, a jar with a cross was discovered at Beth
saida in 1994 and dates sometime prior toAD 67, lending a confirming

note to the witness of Paul and the Gospels, as well as Tacitus and

Josephus, that a movement centered on a crucified Messiah existed
at this time.'

A Galilean Fishing Boat

In 1986 a sunken fishing boat that dates from the first century was

found in the Sea of Galilee. Galilean archaeologist Jonathan Reed has
noted that this boat, measuring 8.2 by 2.3 meters, "could certainly hold

thirteen people," the number of people necessary for Jesus and his twelve
disciples to cross the Sea as mentioned a number of times in the Gos

pels (e.g., Mark 4:36-37).' Not only this, but the boat's rather shallow
draft (1.2 meters) comports well with Mark's report that, in the midst of

a storm, the boat began to founder as it filled with water (Mark 4:37).

The boat thus arguably provides confirmation of two aspects of the early

Jesus tradition.6

The "Pilate Stone"

In 1962 a first-century Latin inscription of the Roman prefect Pontius
Pilate dedicating a temple to Tiberius was discovered at Caesarea Mari

tima, confirming that Pilate reigned in the position ascribed to him by the
Gospels.' Moreover, by confirming that he was prefect, the "Pilate stone,"

as it has been called, confirms that Pilate would have had the authority

to condemn and pardon, as the Gospel accounts report.s
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A Crucified Man
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The entombed remains of a first-century crucified man in Palestine
were discovered in 1968. The find confirms aspects of the biblical ac
count of Jesus's crucifixion, including the practice of breaking the legs

of crucified criminals (John 19:32-33). It also counts against the argu

ment-yet espoused by Dominic Crossan-that victims of crucifixion
wouldn't have been granted a proper burial in a private family tomb, as

the Gospel tradition claims for Jesus (Mark 15:42-47).9

The Caiaphas Ossuary

In 1990 an ossuary was discovered in a burial cave south of Jerusalem's

Old City. The limestone ossuary was uncharacteristically ornate, signal

ing ownership by a wealthy family. Etched rather crudely into its side in
Aramaic was the name "Caiaphas." A number of experts in the field believe

that we here have the first archaeological confirmation of an important

figure mentioned in the New Testament, namely the high priest who,

according to the Gospels, presided over the Jewish trial of Jesus. 1ll

The Pool of Siloam

In John's Gospel, Jesus is reported to have healed a blind man by spit

ting on the ground, mixing up some mud, and rubbing it on his eyes. He
then commanded the man to wash his eyes off "in the pool of Siloam"

(John 9: 1-7).Archaeologists in the early twentieth century had discovered

a fifth-century Byzantine church constructed on the site that, at the time,

was popularly thought to be the pool of Siloam. In 2004 workers were

repairing a broken sewage pipe that carried waste to the Kidron Valley,
east of the city of David (southeast of the alternate site). Using heavy

equipment to unearth the pipe, they happened to uncover two ancient

steps. Fortunately, an archaeologist was working in the area and happened
to notice the unearthed steps. He immediately called a halt to the repair

work and, with permission from local authorities, had the area turned

into an excavation site. ~at he and others quickly discovered was that

these steps led down into a massive pool that they identified as the pool
of Siloam. Coins embedded in the plaster of the steps allowed them to



Ex<:avating Jesus 141

date the pool back to the time of Jesus, As James Charlesworth notes,
"Scholars have said that there wasn't a Pool of Siloam and that John was
using a religious conceit" to illustrate a point. "Now, we have found the
Pool of Siloam. _. exactly where John said it was." A Gospel that was
thought to be "pure theology is now shown to be grounded in history."11

With regard to the Gospel of John as a whole, Urban von Wahlde has
emphasized this same point recently. Upon investigating twenty different
topographical references in John, he concludes that "the intrinsic historic
ity and accuracy of the references should be beyond doubt."12

Peter's House

In Capernaum a simple first-century house was discovered beneath a
fourth-century house-church that itself was buried beneath a fifth-century
octagonal church structure. Clearly, Christians in the early centuries
of church history knew there was something very significant about this
first-century house. On the walls of one of the rooms of the first-century
structure are inscribed a variety of Christian invocations dating back to the
second century. It plausibly suggests this was a residence that was used as
a house-church where early Christians gathered. Intriguingly, a number
of reputable scholars, ranging across the conservative-liberal spectrum,
have concluded that this is likely the house of the apostle Peter, the very
building that the Gospels claim Jesus used as a base of operations for his
Galilean ministry (Matt. 4:13; 8:14-16; Mark 1:29-35; 2:I).1l

Jesus's Crucifixion and Burial Sites

Some reputable scholars, including James Charlesworth, argue that we
have reasonable grounds for accepting that Jesus was originally buried in
a tomb now located beneath the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, very near
the place he was crucified. H Though the identification of this site as the
place where Jesus was crucified and buried goes back to the fourth century,
it was routinely dismissed by modern scholars. Among other problems,
this site appeared to lie within the city walls, while there is good reason
to believe all Jewish crucifixions and burials took place outside the walls
(see, e.g., John 19:20; Heb. 13: 12), However, more recent archaeological
evidence suggests this site would not have been within the city walls in
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the 30$ of the first century. Moreover, it appears that several rock-hewn

tombs lie at the foundation of the church. For reasons such as this, some

scholars suggest it is quite probable that the area upon which the church

sits represents the site where Jesus was actually crucified and buried.

Lysanias, Tetrarcn ofAbilene

Many scholars used to assume that Luke was mistaken when he identi

fied Lysanias as the tetrarch of Abilene around AD 27 (Luke 3: I), for it

had earlier been confirmed by archaeology that King Lysanias had been

ruler over Chalcis a half century earlier. However, two Greek inscriptions

have now revealed the existence of "Lysanias the tetrarch" who reigned

in Abilene during the time of Tiberius (AD 14--29), thus confirming the

accuracy of Luke's designation." We might add here that in his Gospel

and in Acts, Luke mentions a number of titles of officials and local cus

toms that have been confirmed by archaeology, What makes this fact all

the more impressive is that these titles frequently changed. Were Luke

and his sources not as reliable as they seem to have been, we would

have expected him to have gotten these titles wrong a good percentage

of the time,

Quirinius, Proconsul of Syria

Related to thiS, for a long while scholars have questioned the accuracy

of Luke's account of the census under the reign of Quirinius (Luke 2:2;

cf. Acts 5:37). The reason for this skepticism is that the ancient evidence

suggests that Quirinius was not governor of Syria until AD 6. The prob

lem, of course, is that Jesus was born at least ten to twelve years before

this time. Hence many scholars have concluded that Luke simply got

his facts wrong.

There is a plausible way of resolving this apparent discrepancy even

apart from archaeology. Though Luke 2:2 usually is translated something

like, "This was the first [protos] census that took place while Quirinius

was governor," it is possible to translate protos not as "first" but as "before."

So it is possible Luke is saying that the census that led Joseph and Mary

to Bethlehem took place before the census taken under Quirinius in

AD 6--the better-known one that caused an uprising. 16 But archaeology
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offers another way of squaring Luke with the historical evidence. A coin

has been discovered that mentions a Quirinius who was proconsul of

Syria and CiJicia from II Be until after 4 BC, thus reigning at the time of

Jesus's birth, as Luke says. It may be, therefore, that the same man ruled

twice, or perhaps there were two rulers with this same name. 17

The James OssUQry

Finally, we should say a brief word about the notorious "James Ossuary."

In 2002 an ossuary was discovered with the words, "James, son ofJoseph,

brother of Jesus," etched on it. Within a short tim~ the ossuary was being

countenanced as "the first archaeological link to Jesus and his family."IH

News of this discovery burst onto the scene in November of 2002 with

an article by the renowned paleographer Andre Lemaire published in the

BiblicalArchaeology Review. Lemaire concludes his article by arguing that

"it seems very probable that this is the ossuary of the James in the New

Testament. If so, this would mean that we have here the first epigraphic

mention-from about 63 CE-of Jesus of Nazareth."I~Lemaire's article

included a copy of an affirmative assessment of the box completed by the

reputable Geological Survey of Israel (Ministry of National Infrastruc

tures).20 Following this, a team from the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto

examined the ossuary and also determined it to be authentic,

Subsequent inspections have called these original assessments into

question, however. The Israel Antiquities Authority (IAA) has argued

that, while there is good evidence that the ossuary itself goes back to the

first century, part of the inscription is a later forgery.21 Indeed, they have

charged the antiquities collector who brought the box forth with producing

the forgery. In a more recent turn of events, Wolfgang Krumbein, of Old

enburg University (Germany), has cast doubts on the findings of the fAA

team and has gone as far as to charge them with everything from "errors,

biases, mistaken premises, [and] use of inappropriate methodology" to

"mistaken geochemistry, defective error control, reliance on unconfirmed

data, [and] disregard of information."l2

Two of the crucial issues dividing experts in the field center on (a)

whether the entire inscription reflects an authentic first-century Aramaic

script, and (b) whether the patina-the thin covering on the surface of

the etching caused by aging-is authentic. The fact that experts in the
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field have been divided over their assessments of these issues is interest

ing. It has understandably led some to suspect that factors other than
an objective assessment of evidence may be influencing the players in

this debate. Obviously, whether the James Ossuary is confirmed to be
authentic may have significant religious implications-implications that

may be influencing the examiners in one direction or the other-

Moreover, the fact that the James Ossuary emerged, not via careful
extraction by an archaeologist from an excavation site, but from the often

shady world of the antiquities market, leaves an a priori cloud of suspicion
hanging over it in the eyes of many professionals. Thus, on two separate

coums-religious and professional-the James Ossuary has found itself
caught in the crossfire of turf wars and human emotion. Such a setting is not
conducive to a fair and clearheaded assessment of an ancient artifact. 2<

Of course, even if the ossuary's inscription does turn out to be au
thentic, this doesn't necessarily prove the box held the bones of the

brother of Jesus mentioned in the New Testament.24 On the one hand,

it is significant that brothers of the deceased were only mentioned on
ossuaries when they were very well-known. One would therefore have to

ask oneself how probable it is that there was more than one man named
james who was the son ofa joseph who had a well-known brother named
Jesus during the rather short interval of time in pre-AD 70 when ossuaries
were used in Palestine.

Such considerations lead some scholars, including Lemaire, to con
clude that, if the inscription of this ossuary is indeed authentic, it in all
probability contained the bones of Jesus's brother. 25 As such, if authentic,

the ossuary would confirm that Jesus existed, that he was relatively well
known in the Palestine area in the mid-first century, that his father was

known to be J05eph, and that hi5 brother was named James. And these
facts would contribute to the difficulty of dismissing the Gospel story

of Jesus as substantially legendary. Nonetheless, the issue is at present
unsettled, so no firm conclusions can be drawn on this basis.

Conclusion

As we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, since the meaning

of most archaeological artifacts is not self-evident but must be inter-
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preted, archaeology can rarely in and of itself prove whether a document
is historically reliable. Even the evidence reviewed in this chapter that is
generally regarded as offering the most indisputable support for aspects
of the Gospels does not prove the Gospels are reliable. At the same time,
when we consider archaeological evidence alongside all the other reasons
we have for concluding that the Gospels are generally reliable, we submit
these findings take on a deeper significance. In other words, when seen
in light of the other lines of evidence we have considered in this book,
the archaeological evidence "goes to pattem," as lawyers sometimes say
of courtroom evidence. This evidence gives us yet one more reason to
conclude that it is more probable than not that the Gospels are gener
ally reliable and, thus, that their portrait of Jesus is substantially rooted
in actual history.
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Myth Incarnate

The Lord of Legend and Love

~roughout this work we have shown that it is very hard to explain away1 ~he Gospels' portrait ofJesus as legendary. First-century Jewish culture

was a most unlikely place for a legend about a crucified and resurrected

God-man to arise. Evidence from Paul and other sources indicate that
this story about Jesus didn't evolve over time, as legends typically do, but

rather sprang up virtually overnight. Alleged parallels to the Gospels' Jesus

story and the birth of Christianity are, on closer inspection, not impressive.

Recent orality studies suggest that oral traditions about Jesus would not
have been readily altered with respect to their essential historical integrity.

And, on top of all this, the Gospels give us every reason to trust that they

are generally reliable when assessed by ordinary historiographical criteria.

Thus, as difficult as it may be for some modern people to accept that the

Gospels' portrait of Jesus is rooted in history, we submit that it is actually

more difficult to accept that it is not.

147
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The Reality to Which Myth and Legend Point

We don't want to leave it there, however. Though the Jesus story gives
us every reason to believe it is substantially rooted in history, as we've
seen, we want to close this work by discussing the curious relationship

this historical story has to myth and legend.

The Truth ofMythology

The story of God coming to earth, being born of a virgin, manifesting

a heroic, counterculturallove toward outcasts, dying for the people who
crucified him, and then rising from the dead has a familiar echo to it. If
we haven't completely deafened our ears to it, hearing this story has an

effect on us that is a hit like recalling a long-forgotten dream, On some
level, there's a part of us that seems to intuitively remember something

when we come in contact \Nith the loving Savior portrayed in the Gos
pels. Though it may be suppressed under layers of cynicism and apathy

produced by the harshness or sheer monotony of life, and though we may
not be able to express it in words, something within us senses that this

story puts us in touch with a dream about the way things are supposed to
be. It reconnects us with something we've lost along the way, something
we've perhaps given up on, something we've forgotten.

Throughout history and in every culture, people have, in a wide variety

of ways, recalled this dream, even without having had any contact with
the Jesus story. They've expressed this dream through myths and legends.

We in modern Western culture sometimes respond to unbelievable stories
by saying, "Oh, that is just a myth." Myth and legend are for most people

equivalent to untme. (Hence the visceral fear some modern Christians
have about conceding that anything in the Bible may be myth.) But, as

the great mythologist Joseph Campbell has noted, there is a much more
profound sense in which myths and legends can be very true. At their
best, myths and legends express our innermost sense of reality, our deep

est longings, the obstacles we face in pursuing these longings, and our
hope that somehow, someday, these longings will be satisfied. I In other

words, myths and legends express a dream.
We submit that Campbell's observation goes a long way in explaining

the curious relationship the Jesus story has with myth and legend. While
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the Jesus story is, as we have argued, unquestionably grounded in history,
this story nevertheless bears a resemblance to certain myths and legends
(as was intimated in chapter 4). The resemblance, we submit, is due to
the fact that this story incarnates in actual history the sense of reality, the

longing, the obstacles, and the hopes that many great myths and legends
express. In Jesus, God shows his love for the world by becoming a human,
serving sinners, dying on a cross, rising from the dead, defeating the devil,

rescuing humanity, and giving them eternal life in fellowship with himself.
This is the heart of the Jesus story, and it expresses and addresses a dream
that is buried in the depths of the human heart.

True Myth Incarnate

While some have tried to use mythic and legendary parallels to argue
against the historicity of the Jesus story, as we saw in chapter 4, we sub

mit that these vague mythic and legendary parallels are actually what
we should expect if the Jesus story is indeed true-in the fullest sense
of the term. After all, one aspect of the Jesus story, extending back into
the Old Testament, is the teaching that humans are made in the image
of God (Gen. I :26-28). We're thus "wired" for God, if you will. Not only

this, but the New Testament itself declares that Jesus is the "light of all
people" (John 1:4, 9) who is always working in the hearts of all people to
lead them back to himself (Acts 17:26-28; d. Rom. 1.19-20),2 We should
thus expect to find echoes of the Jesus story expressed in the myths and
legends of various people.

C. S. Lewis expresses this insight when he writes:

Theology, while saying that a speCial illumination has been vouchsafed to

Christians and (earlier) to Jews, also says that there is some divine illumina
tion vouchsafed to all men.. _. We should, therefore, expect to find in the
imagination of the great Pagan teachers and myth makers some glimpse
of that theme which we believe to he the very plot of the whole cosmic
story-the theme of incarnation, death, and rebirth. J

The difference between these myths and legends, on the one hand,
and the Jesus story, on the other, is not a "difference between falsehood
and truth" They are both tTUe but in different senses. As Lewis continues,
the difference between them is
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the difference between a real event on the one hand and dim dreams or
premonitions of that same event on the other, It is like watching something

come gradually into focus; first it hangs in the douds of myth and ritual,
vast and vague, then it condenses, grows hard and in a sense small, as a
historical event in first century Palestine.'

This is why Lewis contends that Jesus was "Myth became Fact." In
Jesus, "the essential meaning of all things came down from the 'heaven' of
myth to the 'earth' of history.'" The dream expressed in myth and legend,
including the premonition of a dying and rising God, is perfectly expressed
and becomes historically true in the story of Jesus of Nazareth.

The famous author of the Lord of the Rings trilogy, J. R. R. Tolkien,
makes the same point when he says,

The Gospels contain a fairy-story ... which embraces all the essence of
fairy-stories. They contain many marvels-peculiarly artistic, beautiful, and
moving: "mythical'" in their perfect, self-contained significance; and among
the marvels is the greatest and most complete conceivable eucatastrophe
[i.e., a climactic eruption of joy]."

Yet the story of Jesus in the New Testament isn't only a fairy-story,
according to Tolkien, but a fairy-story incarnated in real time and space.
In the person of Jesus, an all-embracing fairy-story

has entered History and the primary world: the desire and aspiration of

sub-creation has been raised to the fulfillment of Creation. The Birth of
Christ is the eucatastrophe of Man's history. The Resurrection is the eu·
catastrophe of the story of the Incarnation. The story begins and ends in
joy. It has pre-eminently the "inner consistency of reality" There is no tale
ever told that men would rather find was true, and none which so many
skeptical men have accepted as true on its own merits.

[The Christian] story is supreme; and it is true. Art has been verified.
God is the Lord, of angels, and of men-and of elves. Legend and History
have met and fused.'

What Lewis and Tolkien are saying is that the Jesus story fulfills the
intuitions and longings expressed in many myths and legends. The God
revealed in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ is the reality
to which certain aspects of various myths and legends point. Jesus is
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the reality all authors of myths and legends, together with the rest of us,
dream of. If we are honest with ourselves, and if we grasp the depth of
the good news this story embodies, something quite like the Jesus story
is what we hope to be true. Yet, most amazingly, as we've seen throughout
this work, this story gives us reason to believe it is historically true. We
have reason, therefore, to conclude that this story is, at the same time,
both true myth and true history.

The Lord of Legend and Love

We may bring this work to an end by adding one final dimension to
our discussion of the innermost dream that Jesus fulfills.

It's All about Love

However secularized people may be, if they have any recollection of
the dream that lies buried in their bosom, they sense that somehow the
point of everything, if in fact there is a point to anything, must have some
thing to do with love. Indeed, one could argue that all of our intuitions
about morality and the meaning of life are at root an intuition about the
supremacy of love. At the core of our being we sense that love is sup
posed to reign over all. We long for love in all its expressions-intimacy,
goodness, and justice-to overcome all its obstacles-isolation, evil, and
oppression. This conviction lies behind our ceaseless strivings to make
the world a kinder, more just place.

Ofcourse, the worldview people consciously embrace may not be able
to make sense of this profound intuition. They may, for example, believe
that only physical matter is real and that there is, therefore, no objective
reality to moral convictions and no overarching purpose to life. Still, if
they are at all emotionally, psychologically, and spiritually healthy, they
will live like morality does objectively exist and as if there is a purpose to
life, and this purpose has something to do with love. The dream of love
reigning supreme is not easily extinguished.

This enduring dream of love has been expressed in myths and legends
throughout time. While most love stories are between human lovers (for
example, Helen of Troy and Paris, Romeo and Juliet) some are between
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gods (for example, Ariadne and Dionysus), and some are even between

a god and a human (for example, Aphrodite and Adonis). Stories of love
between gods have fallen out of favor in recent times in Western secular

culture, but extravagant love stories between people obviously abound
James Cameron's 1997 movie, Titanic, being one of the more famous
examples in recent years. And one still finds an occasional love story of
a god (or angel) sacrificing all for the love of a human-Brad Siberling's
1998 movie, City ofAngels, being one recent instance. Like all legends
and myths, these stories express, in a variety of ways, a primordial dream.
It is the dream of love that almost unquenchably lies at the heart of every
human being.

The Greatest Love Story Ever Told

If the depth of one's love can be measured by the sacrifice one is willing
to make for the beloved-and what better indicator of love is there than
this?-then the Jesus story must be judged as not only the greatest love
story ever told but the greatest love story that ever could be told, For this
is a story of the all-powerful Creator God making the greatest conceivable
sacrifice for a race of people who didn't deserve--or even desire-it. No
story could be imagined in which a lover sacrificed more for a beloved
who deserved it less. No greater sacrifice, and thus no greater depth of
love, could be imagined than this, Indeed, this is·a story of infinite love,
for in this story the lover crosses an infinite distance and pays an infinite
price to win a completely undeserving beloved.

In this sense, the Jesus story climaxes and fulfills the dream of all
legendary or mythic love stories. To use Tolkien's terminology, this love
story embraces the essence of all love stories. It has a "peculiarly artistic,
beautiful, and moving" quality to it that is mythical in its perfection.
This story thus constitutes "the greatest and most complete conceivable
eucatastrophe" found in love stories. B All other love stories are approxi
mations of this one.

Yet, as Tolkien and Lewis argued and as we have attempted to dem
onstrate throughout this book, this love story gives us compelling reasons
to conclude that it is not merely myth or legend. In the Jesus story we
are dealing with real history. We are thus given compelling grounds for
concluding that in Jesus, perfect love has "entered History and the primary
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world." We are given reason to believe that this, story is historically true,
that our intuitions about love have been verified, and thus that God is
more than the "Lord of angels, and ofmen~andof elves."q In the Jesus
story we discover that God is also--in fact is first and foremost~the

God of/ave.

The Argument from Desire

In fact, the way in which the Jesus story fulfills the mythmaking in
tuitions of the human heart, especially our most fundamental intuition
about love, gives us yet one more reason for concluding that this story
cannot be merely myth but must rather be rooted in history. For only if this
story is historically true can we adequately ~plain why we long for it~or
something like it~to be true. This way of assessing the question does,
of course, turn Sigmund Freud's approach to the divine on its head! For
here, human longing and desire are read as evidence for a commensurate
reality rather than as the creators of merely wish-driven "illusion. "10

Nature tends not to produce beings who long for things nature itself
does not supply. We grow hungry only because there's such a thing as
food. We get thirsty only because there's such a thing as water. We have
sex drives only because there's such a thing as sex. Human drives and
desires seem to point to realities that fulfill them. If we can get philosophi
cal for a moment, we might say that intuitive longings have ontological
implications. They tell us something about the real world. In this light
we have to ask, What is the reality to which our mythmaking intuitions
about and longing for perfect love points? If this is what drives us, what
is the reality it is driving us toward?

We submit that in Jesus we find our answer. If our Creator is in fact
like this~a human being dying a hellish death out of love for those who
were killing him~then we can begin to understand why we are like we
are. Our hope-filled dreams of love get expressed in legend and mythology
because they outrun anything we find in the world~and now we can begin
to understand why. We dream beyond the world because we are made for
someone beyond this world. We are created by God and for God, and as
Augustine said, our hearts cannot rest until they rest in God. j I We are
created to love and be loved by a God who is, from eternity to eternity,
perfect, unsurpassable, incomprehensible, infinite love.



154 The Gospels and Ten Tests of Historical Reliability

Paul and the Gospels proclaim that, out of his unfathomable love, the
God whom we restlessly tang for has come into our world. In Jesus, God
entered our domain to fulfill our dreams. He has come to unambiguously
reveal who he is and what he is like, Against everything we've imagined
"God" or "the gods" to be, Jesus shows us our Creator is a God who is
willing to be crucified to redeem sinners. He has come to reveal to us who
we are. We are rebels who are nevertheless loved by our Creator with an
unconditional love. And he has come to set us free from the power of evil
that enslaved us and ultimately to restore the entire creation to what he
always wanted it to be. He has come ultimately to extinguish the kingdom
of darkness and establish the kingdom of God, in which his perfect love,
joy, and peace shall someday reign without opposition.

In our heart of hearts, we want to believe this story is true. And, as
we've seen in this book, our minds are now given compelling grounds to
accept that this story is, in fact, reflective of actual history, Of course,
accepting that this story is rooted in history and placing your trust in
Jesus requires faith, for it is impossible to prove any historical claim with
absolute certainty. However, rejecting the story and basing your life on
the assumption that the story is only a myth or a legend also takes faith,
for it is equally impossible to prove this claim. What we've attempted to
show, however, is that the first act of faith is much more reasonable than
the second act of faith.

What will you choose to believe, and how will you choose to live?
However you answer this question, you are exercising faith. You are de
ciding to live your life either on the conviction that the story is rooted
in history or on the conviction that it is not. And while reasons certainly
can be given for choosing one option over the other, neither option can
be strictly proven (i.e., as one would prove a mathematical equation).
However we live, we live by faith. The point of this book has been to
persuade readers that choosing to have faith in Jesus, and therefore to live
one's life submitted to him as Lord, is the option that is most consistent
with the historical evidence and-as we have argued in this chapter-the
alternative that makes sense out of, and itself fulfills, the deepest longings
of the human heart.
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