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To Merrick,
grandson extraordinaire





FACT:


The Gospel of Thomas—in comparison with the New Testament Gospels—is late, not early; secondary, not authentic. Contrary to what a few scholars maintain, the Gospel of Thomas originated in Syria and probably no earlier than the end of the second century.

The Gospel of Peter, which describes a talking cross, is late and incredible. In fact, the fragmentary document that we have may not be the Gospel of Peter at all. The document that we have may date to the fourth or fifth century.

The “secret” version of the Gospel of Mark, allegedly found in the Mar Saba Monastery, is a modern hoax. Analysis of the hand-writing betrays the telltale signs of forgery.

The distinctive conclusions of the Jesus Seminar are rejected by most scholars in North America and Europe.

There is absolutely no credible evidence that Jesus had a wife or a child.

The evidence is compelling that the New Testament Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke and John—are our best sources for understanding the historical Jesus. The New Testament Gospels are based on eyewitness testimony and truthfully and accurately relate the teaching, life, death and resurrection of Jesus.

Jesus was not a Cynic; in all probability he never encountered a Cynic.

No killer monks (albino or otherwise) number among the membership of Opus Dei.

All descriptions of documents, literature and archaeology in this book are accurate.









Preface


In high school I assumed that I would be a lawyer, so I went to a very fine liberal arts college in southern California, where I majored in history and minored in philosophy, in preparation for law school. But in my senior year in college I had become a committed Christian, which led me to seminary, instead of law school (“from law to grace,” as one minister remarked).

I went to seminary for the purpose of training in Christian ministry. I was fascinated with Jesus of Nazareth and wanted to learn more about him and his teaching. I looked forward to a lifetime in pastoral ministry. But in seminary I discovered the academic side to theology and biblical studies. I loved it. Greek and Hebrew came easily; exegesis was fun; historical and background studies were stimulating. While other students were attempting to avoid these subjects, I engaged them enthusiastically.

In my second year I took an advanced course in Greek in which we read the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke—in one semester! That did it; I was hooked on the life, teaching and world of Jesus. I was fascinated with the Gospels themselves and the questions scholars grappled with: What are the sources of the Gospels? How do they relate to one another? How much of the Gospels is history, and how much is interpretation? I enjoyed it so much I decided to pursue a Ph.D.

I had the good fortune of entering Claremont Graduate University at a time when its biblical studies faculty was at its greatest. CGU, along with the nearby Claremont School of Theology, boasted a powerhouse faculty in New Testament and related fields of study. In this faculty were Hans Dieter Betz, William Brownlee, Burton Mack, James Robinson, James Sanders and John Trever.

Professor Betz chaired the Hellenism and the New Testament Seminar, which was favored with visits from Ronald Hock and Edward O’Neill, both on the faculty of the University of Southern California. During this time the seminar was finishing its work on Plutarch and just launching its work on the Greek magical papyri. Betz impressed me greatly with his high standards and attention to detail. His commentaries on Galatians and the Sermon on the Mount in the Hermeneia commentary series are impressive and well respected.

Professor Robinson chaired the Nag Hammadi Seminar, dedicated to the publication and study of the Coptic Gnostic codices found in Nag Hammadi, Egypt. I found his enthusiasm for fresh research, discovery and publishing infectious. Entering Claremont was like walking into a publishing factory. I was overwhelmed by the activity. During my time with the Nag Hammadi Seminar, I became acquainted with Charles Hedrick (who taught me Coptic) and Marvin Meyer, who now is the research director for the Coptic Magical Texts Project at Claremont Graduate University and an expert on Gnostic texts.

Professor Mack was in those days engrossed in Philo and Jewish wisdom traditions. He was at that time a warm-hearted Christian scholar. I distinctly recall him in 1977 telling me how happy he was that I was serving on the staff of a nearby church. “That is really good,” he said. “What we need are more doctors of the church.” Times change and so do some people.

Professor Brownlee was wonderful to work with. He was quiet, gentle and unassuming. Yet he was one of the very first scholars to lay eyes on the Dead Sea Scrolls. He was in Jerusalem, doing a year of postdoctoral studies in 1947-1948, when the first cave containing scrolls was discovered. His studies in the book of Ezekiel and the ancient Ugaritic language were set aside. Brownlee brought one of the scrolls back with him to Duke University in the fall of 1948 so he could use it in teaching Hebrew. (That of course is no longer allowed!) He published an early study of the Rule Scroll (1QS) and spent much of his career analyzing Qumran’s commentary (or pesher) on the book of Habakkuk. I found him delightful to work with and eventually finished my doctoral dissertation under his supervision. It was from Brownlee that I learned much about the Dead Sea Scrolls, and it was with him that I studied Aramaic and Syriac. His sudden death in 1983 left me an academic orphan and ended plans that we had made for collaborative studies in Isaiah and Daniel.

I also had the privilege of making the acquaintance of John Trever, Bill Brownlee’s longtime friend. Trever was with Brownlee in Jerusalem in 1947-1948, and it was he who took the very first—and quite excellent—photographs of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Trever was also happy to give me a guided tour of his collection of photographs and artifacts, explaining where they were found and their significance.

Although I was very close to Brownlee, the person who influenced me the most at Claremont was Professor Sanders, who joined the faculty in 1977, the year my doctoral studies commenced. It would be almost impossible to exaggerate the significance of his contribution to my understanding of biblical literature and its full context. Sanders introduced me to the versions of Scripture, such as the Old Greek (or Septuagint) and the Aramaic (or Targum). He led me through the rabbinic literature, taught me to appreciate rabbinic midrash and transformed textual criticism—the study of ancient manuscripts and their diverse readings and variants—into a joy. Under his instruction my appreciation of Scripture grew. Over the years we have collaborated on a number of publishing projects and jointly chaired from 1989-1996 a program unit in the Society of Biblical Literature.

Although I started out at Claremont as a New Testament student, I was so deeply influenced by Brownlee and Sanders that I wrote my dissertation on the book of Isaiah. There are New Testament components in the dissertation, to be sure, but at the conclusion of my doctoral studies I was as much interested in a career in Old Testament as I was in New Testament. One of the ironies of my life is that twenty-five years ago I interviewed for a position in Old Testament at Acadia Divinity College. I was passed over on account of my youth and ended up at Trinity Western University instead—as an assistant professor of New Testament! This appointment guided me back to the New Testament, and after twenty-one years at Trinity I was appointed to Acadia Divinity College as the Payzant Distinguished Professor of New Testament. It seems I was destined for Acadia after all—but in New Testament not Old.

As I taught New Testament at Trinity, I of course began to shift my research and publishing away from Isaiah and the Old Testament to the New Testament. I focused on Jesus and the Gospels, which had been the focus of my interest back in seminary. An interesting thing happened. I realized that my work in Isaiah, the Greek and Aramaic versions of the Old Testament, the Dead Sea Scrolls and early rabbinic literature was an enormous asset in the study of Jesus and the Gospels. As I became acquainted with more and more New Testament scholars (at regional and national Society of Biblical Literature meetings), I became aware that many of them lacked training in the Semitic background of the New Testament. I was bumping into New Testament scholars who had studied Greek and knew something of the Greco-Roman world, but had only the feeblest ability with Hebrew and Aramaic (if at all). Most knew little of early rabbinic literature and the Aramaic paraphrases of Scripture.

This deficiency on the part of so many New Testament scholars helps explain the oddness of much of the work of the Jesus Seminar, founded by Robert Funk in 1985. Whereas many of the Seminar’s members have been exposed to Greek literature and Greco-Roman culture and conventions, not many of them appear to have competence in the Semitic (Jewish) world of Jesus. Few seem acquainted with the land of Israel itself. Few have done any archaeological work. Few know rabbinic literature and the Aramaic paraphrases of Scripture. As a consequence of these deficiencies, it is not surprising that the Jesus Seminar has come to so many odd and implausible conclusions. For example, the Seminar does not understand what Jesus meant by his reference to “kingdom of God.” The Seminar has completely misunderstood the meaning of eschatology and holds to a skewed idea of the meaning of Jesus’ favorite self-designation “Son of Man.” Moreover, the Seminar finds no meaningful place for Israel’s Scripture in Jesus’ self-understanding and teaching. The Seminar’s errors are egregious and legion. Unfortunately, the Seminar has gained a great deal of media attention and has cultivated a series of books that advance misguided and mistaken views of Jesus and the Gospels—both those in the New Testament and those outside the New Testament. Fabricating Jesus will address just these sorts of issues.

I am a Christian. I was a Christian before going to seminary and graduate school, and I still am after completing school and teaching and publishing for more than a quarter century. When some of my friends at seminary learned that I would be entering Claremont to pursue a doctorate, I was warned that critical study would not be good for my faith. Of course, I had heard of some who after becoming involved in critical research had given up faith. I will speak to that topic in the first chapter.

My academic life has not resulted in the loss of faith. Aspects of my faith have changed, to be sure. Not everything is as cut and dried, black and white, as it once was. There are aspects of theology that remain uncertain, historical details that remain unclear. But then again, I have found that that was the way it was for Jesus and his earliest followers. Maybe not having pat answers for everything is what faith is all about.

At first, I must admit, I found aspects of biblical criticism unsettling. But in time I realized that what biblical criticism challenged was not the essence of the Christian message, but the baggage that many think is part of the message. Typically this baggage includes views of authorship and dates of given biblical books (for example, the idea that biblical books must be early and written by apostles even when they make no such claim), as well as assumptions regarding the nature of biblical literature (for example, the belief that the Gospels are history and nothing else) and the nature of Jesus’ teaching (for example, the view that everything Jesus said was wholly unique and never before heard). In time I was able to distinguish the baggage from the message. In fact, I can say that biblical criticism rescued the message and helped me see it and appreciate it more fully.

I have found careful, searching study of the historical Jesus rewarding. I love to lecture. I love to preach. I love to tell the stories of the Gospels. I love to see the look in the faces of people in the congregation when they first understand what Jesus meant—what he really meant—when he said or did something. I am always touched when I see how the story of Jesus affects people and brings positive change to their lives. The story of the sinful woman (Luke 7), or the good Samaritan (Luke 10), or the prodigal son (Luke 15), if proclaimed in proper context, results in forgiveness, reconciliation and even self-reproach. It seems that none of the power Jesus exuded has diminished in the passage of time.

I have found that the better we come to understand who Jesus was, what he said and how he was understood by his contemporaries, the more we appreciate him and the movement that he inaugurated. When Jesus’ actions or words are misunderstood, problems begin. I have found that lying behind assertions to the effect “Jesus could not have said this” are mistakes in interpretation, usually due to a failure to view the saying in its proper context and setting.

Fabricating Jesus is a book that takes a hard look at some of the sloppy scholarship and misguided theories that have been advanced in recent years. I am appalled at much of this work. Some of it, frankly, is embarrassing.

Fabricating Jesus is written at a popular level and is primarily intended for nonexperts who find much that has been said about Jesus in recent years terribly confusing. Notes are kept to a minimum and are gathered at the back of the book. I have tried to define terms common in biblical studies but unfamiliar to general readers as I introduce them; in addition, I have appended a glossary at the back for quick reference. A list of recommended books is provided for any readers who want to look in more depth at the documents and scholarly literature that stand behind my arguments and conclusions.

I want to thank Jim Hoover of InterVarsity Press, who invited me to write this book and provided me with many great ideas and insights. I also thank my wife, Ginny, who graciously read through the whole manuscript, one chapter at time, and asked me those important questions, such as, “What does this mean?” Because of her care and attention, the book is much easier to read. And finally, a word of thanks is due Danny Zacharias, who assisted with the preparation of the indexes.

 

Craig A. Evans









Introduction


Did Jesus have a child by Mary Magdalene? Was he a Cynic? Or was he a mystic, perhaps even a Gnostic? Did he fake his death and sneak out of the holy land? Did he escape to Egypt? Did he write letters to the Jewish court and explain that it was all a mistake, that he never claimed to be the Son of God? Did he celebrate the Last Supper with friends—twenty-five years after his crucifixion? Has the grave of Jesus been found? Has the grave of his father been found? Are the New Testament Gospels reliable? Are there better sources for the life and teaching of Jesus? Do the Dead Sea Scrolls talk about Jesus? Is the gospel story true? Is there a conspiracy to hide the truth? Indeed, did Jesus ever really exist?

When I first began academic study of Jesus and the Gospels some thirty years ago, I could never have guessed that I or anyone else would find it necessary to write a book addressing such questions. Surely no one in all seriousness would advance such theories. Surely no credible publishers would print them. Yet, all that has happened.

Have you wondered why it is that modern scholars (especially the ones who make it into the popular press) seem so prone to discount the evidence of the Gospels, looking to other sources for information? In several books scholars argue that it is necessary to rely on second- and third-century sources, because our first-century New Testament Gospels are not reliable. Does this make sense? Others claim that there are conspiracies to suppress the evidence. Evidence of what? Why?

We live in a strange time that indulges, even encourages, some of the strangest thinking. It is a time when truth means almost what you want to make of it. And in these zany quests for “truth,” truth becomes elusive. In fact, a book published a few years ago appeared under the title Truth Is Stranger Than It Used To Be. Quite so.

What I find particularly troubling is that a lot of the nonsense comes from scholars. We expect tabloid pseudoscholarship from the quacks, but not from scholars who teach at respectable institutions of higher learning.

Modern scholars and writers, in their never-ending quest to find something new and to advance daring theories that run beyond the evidence, have either distorted or neglected the New Testament Gospels, resulting in the fabrication of an array of pseudo-Jesuses. A variety of influences have led to these results, whether (1) misplaced faith and misguided suspicions, (2) cramped starting points and overly strict critical methods, (3) questionable texts from later centuries, (4) appeals to contexts alien to Jesus’ actual environment, (5) skeletal sayings devoid of context altogether, (6) failure to take into account Jesus’ mighty deeds, (7) dubious use of Josephus and other resources of late antiquity (8) anachronisms and exaggerated claims, or (9) hokum history and bogus findings. In short, just about every error imaginable has been made. A few writers have made almost all of them.

The chapters that follow take up these issues one by one, spending two chapters on questionable texts. The book concludes with an eleventh chapter in which I offer my assessment of important aspects of genuine progress in the study of the historical Jesus, and in which the Gospels inside the New Testament and the Gospels outside the New Testament are treated properly and other relevant primary materials are given their due.

Fabricating Jesus inquires into the thinking and the methods of scholars and popular writers. What presuppositions do they hold? What methods do they use? Why do they move from valid observations to audacious conclusions? Indeed why and how do they fabricate a Jesus different from the one we find in the New Testament? Are these scholars actually using sound historical method? These are some of the questions this book explores.

Fabricating Jesus is designed to speak to a variety of readers. First, this book is written to assist anyone who is confused by the wild theories and conflicting portraits of Jesus, the claims that he really didn’t see himself as the Messiah or as God’s Son, or that the New Testament Gospels are not trustworthy, or that other sources are better or at least equally valid, and so forth.

Second, the book is written for people who are interested in Jesus and the New Testament Gospels and want to learn more but are baffled by the strange books that have appeared in recent years. I hope you haven’t given up.

Third, it is written for skeptics, especially those prone to fall for some old nineteenth-century philosophical hokum that almost no one today holds.

Fourth, Fabricating Jesus is written for the guild, for the scholars whose profession is to investigate the Gospels and the life and teaching of Jesus, in hope that it may call us not to a lesser standard of scholarship but indeed to a higher one, one which doesn’t presume that skepticism equals scholarship.

Finally, this book is written to defend the original witnesses to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. When put to the test, the original documents hold up quite well. Despite their having been maligned, even ridiculed, and pushed into the background, it is time to give them a fresh hearing.











1
Misplaced Faith and Misguided Suspicions
Old and New School Skeptics



In recent years several books have appeared, written by scholars who at one time or another in their lives regarded themselves as traditional, even conservative, Christians but who later came to define themselves as far to the Christian left or even outright agnostics, especially with regard to the traditional portrait of Jesus and the historical reliability of the Gospels. One or two of them are no longer sure Jesus ever existed at all.

My impression is that the majority of biblical scholars, archaeologists and historians who start out as Christian believers continue on in Christian faith and active involvement in the church. Their views on this issue or that may change as they study; most of us who enter the world of biblical scholarship become less rigid and more open to new perspectives. But why do some scholars depart the faith and become hostile to believers? The popular media, of course, love to exploit and sensationalize these kinds of “coming-out” stories.

A big part of the problem starts with conservative Protestant Christianity itself, especially of the Western variety. Due to controversies, such as the modernist-fundamentalist debacle at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, lines were drawn in the sand and detailed statements (or confessions) of faith were drawn up. These statements sometimes came to function as litmus tests regarding who was in and who was out. Learn the statement and agree with it, and all was well. Fail to agree and find yourself on the outside. Indeed, some of these statements seemed to take priority over Scripture itself.

It is not surprising that negative reactions to this sort of rigidity have occurred. Learned study of Scripture that addresses serious questions—such as who wrote the books of the Bible, under what circumstances, with what purposes and, with respect to historical issues, how accurately—invariably works against rigid fundamentalism. My purpose here is not to revisit this larger question, but it is necessary to bring it up because I think it plays a significant role in why some scholars and clergy experience a crisis of faith and make radical shifts.

When it comes to evaluating Jesus, popular Christian apologists often appeal to the triad of options proposed by C. S. Lewis half a century ago: Jesus was either liar, lunatic or Lord. The appeal makes for good alliteration, maybe even good rhetoric, but it is faulty logic. Without further qualification, those who adhere to this line of argument commit the fallacy of excluded middle. That is, they overlook other viable alternatives. At least two other alternatives are possible; both relate to how Scripture is understood, and both come into play in the books that Fabricating Jesus criticizes.

A fourth alternative is that Jesus is neither liar, lunatic nor Lord (in the traditional, orthodox sense); he is something else. He may be Israel’s messiah, the Lord’s servant and perhaps the greatest prophet who ever lived. He could even be called God’s son, but not in the trinitarian sense, in which Jesus is seen as fully God and fully human. As far as we know, this more or less agrees with Ebionite Christianity, a form of Jewish Christianity that emerged in the second century and eventually disappeared sometime in the fifth century. The Ebionites possessed one or more edited versions of the Gospel of Matthew, which tended to enhance the status of the law and minimize the divine nature of Jesus. They believed Jesus was Israel’s messiah and fulfillment of prophecy. They believed that in the sense King David could be called God’s “son” (as in Ps 2:7) Jesus also could be called son of God. But Ebionites did not hold to what theologians call “high Christology”—that is, the view that Jesus is divine. The Ebionite understanding of Jesus is pretty close to the view of two of the scholars considered later in this chapter.

A fifth alternative is that we really don’t know who Jesus was, what he really said and did, what he thought of himself, or what his companions thought of him, because the New Testament Gospels and other sources we have are not reliable. The New Testament Gospels may well present Jesus as Israel’s Messiah and as God’s Son, but for all we know, that is nothing more than the theology of Christians who lived in the second half of the first century, Christians who had never met Jesus and had never heard him teach. This form of skepticism sometimes runs even deeper, arguing that not only were the original Gospels unhistorical and unreliable, we are not sure if the manuscripts we possess today accurately reflect the Gospels in their original form. So goes the argument. This is the view of another set of scholars we will consider in this chapter.

In reading some of the more radical books on Jesus, I find that loss of confidence in the historical reliability of the New Testament Gospels is often occasioned by misplaced faith and misguided suspicions. By misplaced faith I mean placing one’s faith in the wrong thing, such as believing that the Scriptures must be inerrant according to rather strict idiosyncratic standards and that we must be able to harmonize the four Gospels. If our faith depends on these ideas, especially in rigid terms, then scholarly study may well lead to a collapse of faith.

By misguided suspicions I mean the unreasonable assumption that Jesus’ contemporaries (that is, the first generation of his movement) were either incapable of remembering or uninterested in recalling accurately what Jesus said and did, and in passing it on. What we have here is a form of hypercriticism that is all too common in scholarly circles and sometimes seems to arise from confusing criticism with skepticism—that is, thinking that the more skeptical the position, the more critical it is. Radical skepticism is no more critical than is credulity.

We can see how this view of things works out by looking briefly at the work of four scholars whose Christian views at one time were fairly conservative and more or less evangelical. The first two I call “old school skeptics” and the second two I call “new school skeptics.” The first two opt for something approximating the fourth alternative I have outlined; the second two opt for the fifth alternative.

I have chosen these scholars because they have discussed their personal views and their respective pilgrimages of faith, especially with regard to their understanding of Jesus and the Gospels. I could have discussed a number of other scholars, but have not done so because they have not made their views public.

I also want to make clear that I am not criticizing these scholars for taking the positions that they have taken. Their personal journeys are their business. I cite and discuss a few of their comments because I think they illustrate the issue that is being addressed in this chapter, an issue that I think lies behind many of the problems and controversies that will be considered in the other chapters of this book. I am, nonetheless, critical of some of the conclusions that they have reached.


OLD SCHOOL SKEPTICS—MINIMIZING JESUS

The two old school skeptics I wish to discuss briefly are Robert Funk (1926-2005) and James Robinson (1924- ). Their skepticism of the New Testament Gospels is not as radical as some think. Yes, they are quick to point to this Gospel saying and that deed and pronounce them inauthentic, deriving from the early church, not from Jesus. I disagree with their understanding of the formation, age and transmission of the Gospels; I disagree too with the high value and early date they assign to some of the Gospels that are outside the New Testament. But even so, Funk and Robinson believe that a good amount of useful, reliable material emerges from the Gospels, so that a coherent, even edifying portrait of Jesus emerges. Both scholars appear to admire Jesus and regard him as a spiritual benchmark. Their complaints tend to be directed against an ossified church housing a Christianity preoccupied with doctrine but not with social justice. They may paint with a broad brush, but I have no doubt there are churches that would do well to consider this criticism.

Robert Funk. In Honest to Jesus Funk says of his youthful education:


If the creationists had their way I. . . would have been stuck with a literalist reading of Genesis 1 and 2, which I had already acquired from attending Sunday school. . . .

[My pastor] sent me to a Bible college located in the hills of eastern Tennessee. I promptly became a teenage evangelist, using my rhetorical skills to make my audiences laugh and cry.

But I was uneasy. Learning at the college was mostly by memorization and rehearsal. Truth was already encoded in the simplistic creed of the school. A doctrinal straitjacket did not suit me.1



Funk goes on to describe his later education, which led to a Ph.D. in New Testament and an academic career. He says that he increasingly found teaching in theological institutions frustrating, so he was glad when he relocated to the University of Montana. But even there he grew discouraged, feeling as much out of place in the university as in the church. He relocated to California, founded the Westar Institute and Polebridge Press, and launched the Jesus Seminar.

What strikes me is how Funk began his Christian experience with a “literalist reading of Genesis 1 and 2,” went on to attend a “Bible college,” becoming “a teenage evangelist” and learning “by memorization and rehearsal.” I don’t want to read into this too much, but it sure sounds as if a rigid, fundamentalist understanding of Scripture laid the foundation of his formative years. Funk goes on to say that learning was an agonizing experience. I have heard that before—how breaking away from a fundamentalist understanding of Scripture can be emotionally devastating.

James Robinson. James Robinson was one of my professors in graduate school. I found him fascinating and was much impressed by his productivity. From time to time he remarked on his upbringing and early years in theological education. Not long ago he published an insightful “Theological Autobiography.” In it he spends little time describing his pilgrimage, racing on to narrate at length the frustrations and vicissitudes he experienced in gathering and eventually publishing the Gnostic codices from Nag Hammadi. But here and there in his autobiography Robinson says a few things that pertain to his pilgrimage:


Before going on to graduate studies, I taught for a year at my college (Davidson). . . a quite literal Old Testament. My students were mostly returning veterans, who must have experienced me as hopelessly naive. Whether or not they actually believed anything I said, by the end of year I no longer did. I had tried to make sense of my childhood theology to myself, and had failed.

In effect, my theological trajectory over half a century has moved step by step from right to left.

I am often asked by Christians who are not academics the leading question as to how a lifetime of critical biblical scholarship has affected my faith as a Christian. The implied answer is that such “higher criticism” obviously destroyed it.2



Robinson says that at Davidson College he taught “a quite literal Old Testament.” He imagines that his students viewed him as “hopelessly naive.” Here again, we likely have a rigid, fundamentalist understanding of Scripture. Having taught the Old Testament, while probably reading scholarly literature along the way and trying to respond to students’ questions, Robinson says he “no longer” believed what he had taught. But what did he no longer believe? He goes on to say, “I had tried to make sense of my childhood theology to myself, and had failed.” What was this “childhood theology”? As best I can extract from his autobiography, Robinson is talking about Calvinist theology and a conservative view of Scripture.

Unable to make sense of his conservative theology, Robinson began moving “step by step from right to left.” Near the end of his autobiography he acknowledges that “higher criticism” destroyed his faith as a Christian. Robinson also asserts that traditional Christianity’s failure to deal with injustice would have destroyed his conservative Christian faith in any case, quite apart from higher criticism.

By saying that higher criticism destroyed his Christian faith, I take it that Robinson means the Christian faith of his childhood. Robinson seems to hold to an appreciative view of Jesus. He is skeptical to be sure, but what he says about Jesus, so far as it goes, would be appreciated by most Christians.3 But in my estimation, what he says is comparable to a watered-down version of Ebionite Christology.




NEW SCHOOL SKEPTICS—MISUNDERSTANDING JESUS

The two scholars I mention as “new school skeptics” are far more extreme and more radical than the likes of Funk and Robinson. Indeed, they make Funk and Robinson look like Billy Graham. I have in mind Robert Price and Bart Ehrman.

Robert Price. Robert Price has recently written books in which he argues that the Jesus Seminar is far too optimistic in thinking that as much as 18 percent of the sayings and deeds attributed to Jesus in the Gospels actually go back to Jesus. Price thinks the evidence is so weak for the historical Jesus that we cannot know anything certain or meaningful about him. He is even willing to entertain the possibility that there never was a historical Jesus.4 Is the evidence of Jesus really that thin? Virtually no scholar trained in history will agree with Price’s negative conclusions.

Price is a graduate of Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, a conservative evangelical school. Previously he was involved with a fundamentalist Baptist church and was a leader of a chapter of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship. Not long after seminary, where he was exposed to biblical criticism, Price began rethinking his faith. He returned to school, earning a Ph.D. in systematic theology from Drew University. In the years that followed he began moving to the left, leaving one pastorate for another. He returned to school, this time earning a degree in New Testament. Influenced by nineteenth-century New Testament critics, Price moved further to the left, eventually adopting an agnostic position. His own views of the New Testament Gospels became increasingly radical.

In my view Price’s work in the Gospels is overpowered by a philosophical mindset that is at odds with historical research—of any kind. For him parallels in other ancient texts mean that Jesus could not have said what is attributed to him or the event described did not happen. Moreover, because there is evidence that the sayings and stories of Jesus were edited and contextualized, nothing can be trusted. Price uncritically embraces the dubious methods and results of the Jesus Seminar, adopts much of the (discredited) Christ-Myth theory from the nineteenth century (in which it was argued that Jesus never lived), and so forth. Price’s procedure strikes me as an atavistic grab bag or a throwback that seems out of touch with genuine progress in critical studies in the last 150 years. What we see in Price is what we have seen before: a flight from fundamentalism.

Bart Ehrman. Bart Ehrman became a believer as a teenager and after his conversion was nurtured in a conservative setting. He enrolled at Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, went on from there to Wheaton College and Wheaton College Graduate School, where he earned degrees in New Testament, and later completed M.Div. and Ph.D. degrees at Princeton Theological Seminary under the direction of Bruce Metzger, the venerable dean of New Testament textual criticism.

I want to spend more time with Ehrman, for his books have sold widely and have had far more influence than the publications of the other scholars considered in this chapter. It was the study of textual variants—the usual myriad scribal errors and glosses that are found in handwritten books from antiquity and the Middle Ages—that caused Ehrman to question his faith. In short, he found what he took to be errors in Scripture. Errors in Scripture, thinks Ehrman, mean that the words of Scripture can no longer be viewed as God’s words.


OLDEST SYNOPTIC GOSPELS PAPYRI


The earliest copies of manuscripts of the Greek New Testament (the language the New Testament was written in originally) are found on fragments of papyrus (pl. papyri, often abbreviated 𝔭), a type of paper made from reeds that grow along the Nile River in Egypt. Much, but not all, of the Greek New Testament survives in the papyri. All of the Greek New Testament survives in the later codices (sg. codex), which are ancient books usually made of vellum, or leather, pages. The oldest Greek papyri containing the text of the Synoptic Gospels are listed below along with the Gospel passage(s) or fragments they contain.

 

Papyrus 67 (P.Barcelona 1) A.D. 125-150

Matthew 3:9, 15; 5:20-22, 25-28

 

Papyrus 103 (P.Oxy. 4403) A.D. 175-200

Matthew 13:55-57; 14:3-5

 

Papyrus 104 (P.Oxy. 4404) A.D. 175-200

Matthew 21:34-37, 43, 45 (?)

 

Papyrus 77 (P.Oxy. 2683 + 4405) A.D. 175-200

Matthew 23:30-39

 

Papyrus 64 (P.Magdalen 17) A.D. 125-150

Matthew 26:7-8, 10, 14-15, 22-23, 31-33

 

Papyrus 4 (P.Paris 1120) A.D. 125-150

Luke 1:58-59; 1:62–2:1; 2:6-7; 3:8–4:2; 4:29-32, 34-35; 5:3-8

 

Papyrus 75 (John Bodmer) c. A.D. 175

Luke 3:18-22; 3:33–4:2; 4:34–5:10; 5:37–6:4; 6:10–7:32; 7:35-39, 41-43; 7:46–9:2; 9:4–17:15; 17:19–18:18; 22:4–24:53





Rather rigid ideas about the verbal inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture underlie Ehrman’s problem, as he says in the autobiographical section of his introduction:


For me, though, this [the loss of the original manuscripts of the New Testament] was a compelling problem. It was the words of scripture themselves that God had inspired. Surely we have to know what those words were if we want to know how he had communicated to us, since the very words were his words, and having some other words (those inadvertently or intentionally created by scribes) didn’t help us much if we want to know His words.

The Bible began to appear to me as a very human book. . . . This was a human book from beginning to end. It was written by different human authors at different times and in different places to address different needs. . . .

Those of us at Moody, believed that the Bible was absolutely inerrant in its very words.5



Because for Ehrman the Bible became a human book and therefore no longer could be viewed as God’s words, he lost confidence in it. Having lost confidence in the Bible, including the Gospels that tell the story of Jesus, Ehrman lost his faith. He now regards himself as an agnostic.

I must admit that I am puzzled by all this. If not at Moody Bible Institute, then surely at Wheaton College, Ehrman must have become acquainted with a great number of textual variants in the biblical manuscripts. No student can earn a degree in Bible and not know this. Yet Bible students are not defecting in droves.

I am also puzzled by Ehrman’s line of reasoning. For the sake of argument, let’s suppose that the scribal errors in the Bible manuscripts really do disprove verbal inspiration and inerrancy, so that the Bible really should be viewed as a human book and not as God’s words. Would we lose everything as a result? No. Moderate and liberal Christians have held essentially this view for a century or more. The real issue centers on what God accomplished in Jesus of Nazareth.


OLDEST GREEK CODICES


Coincident with the emergence of Christianity was the development of the codex, the forerunner of the modern book, with bound pages printed on both sides. Several early codices of the Greek Bible have survived.

 

Codex Sinaiticus (abbreviated א): produced by three scribes in the fourth century

 

Codex Vaticanus (abbreviated B): produced by two scribes in the fourth century

 

Codex Alexandrinus (abbreviated A): fifth-century codex; first to fall into the hands of Western scholars, leading to quest for more manuscripts, presented to England’s Charles I in 1627

 

Codex Beza (abbreviated D): late-fourth-century codex, containing numerous unique readings

 

Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus (abbreviated C): called the “rewriting of Ephraem” because a twelfth-century monk scraped, then copied over this sixth-century Greek codex with the discourses of Ephraem Syrus

 

Codex Washingtonianus (abbreviated W): late-fourth/early-fifth-century codex, containing an interesting gloss at Mark 16:14-15





Let me put it this way: What did Peter and the other original followers of Jesus proclaim following the experience of the resurrection? Peter’s preaching is summed up in the Pentecost sermon:


Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs which God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know—this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. But God raised him up. . . . This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses. (Acts 2:22-24, 32)



Peter and the rest of the apostles proclaimed the resurrection of Jesus. For them this was the good news, this was conclusive evidence that God was at work in the ministry and person of Jesus of Nazareth. Peter didn’t stand up and proclaim, “Men of Israel, I have good news; the Bible is verbally inspired and therefore inerrant and, moreover, the Gospels can be harmonized.” Had that been Peter’s message, then Ehrman would have a valid point.

The message that runs throughout the New Testament writings and the earliest Christian communities was that God had raised Jesus, to which Peter and many others (including one or two noncommitted persons, such as Jesus’ brothers James and perhaps Jude, and at least one opponent, Paul) bore witness. It was the reality of the resurrection and its impact on those who heard and responded to it in faith that propelled the new movement forward, not “mistake-free” Scripture.

The witness of (Old Testament) Scripture was very important to the early Christian movement, of course. Throughout his sermon Peter appeals to Scripture. Almost every New Testament writer does. But the proofs adduced from Scripture are clearly subordinate to the message itself, which is the miracle of Easter. Nonexperts perhaps need to be told that in the first ten to fifteen years of the existence of the church, not one book of the New Testament was in existence. Nevertheless, the church grew fast and furious, without benefit of a New Testament or the Gospels (inerrant or otherwise).

And finally, I am puzzled by the examples of “errors” that Ehrman puts forward as evidence that Scripture is not trustworthy. Because Fabricating Jesus focuses on Jesus and the Gospels and not the rest of the New Testament, I will limit my discussion to the Gospel passages that Ehrman discusses.

Ehrman makes much of passages that he and most textual critics rightly deem as later, inauthentic scribal glosses. He calls attention to Luke 22:41-45, Luke’s version of Jesus’ prayer in the garden on the night of his betrayal and arrest. The original text consisted of verses 41-42 and 45. Verses 43-44, which describe Jesus’ perspiration as great drops of blood, are almost certainly an insertion. Not only are these verses absent from the oldest manuscripts, the portrait of an emotional Jesus is out of step with Luke’s tendency to downplay Jesus’ emotions.

The story of the woman caught in the act of adultery (Jn 7:53–8:11) appears only in later manuscripts of the Gospel of John, and sometimes in different locations. The last twelve verses of the Gospel of Mark (Mk 16:9-20) are not the original ending; they were added at least two centuries after Mark first began to circulate. These passages—one from Mark, one from Luke and one from John—represent the only major textual problems in the Gospels. No important teaching hangs on any one of them (unless you belong to a snake-handling cult; see Mk 16:18).

Ehrman thinks he has uncovered an example that demonstrates an important theological difference between the Gospels. In some manuscripts Matthew 24:36 reads: “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, but the Father only.” But earlier manuscripts read: “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only.” What is conspicuous is the presence of the phrase, “nor the Son.” Ehrman rightly suggests that the verse originally included “nor the Son,” but later scribes probably deliberately omitted it, to avoid the impression that Jesus’ knowledge was limited. Fair enough. But Ehrman draws an unwarranted conclusion when he argues that a significant New Testament teaching—in this case Christology—hangs on the scribal addition. This is simply not true. The limitation of Jesus’ knowledge is plainly stated in the parallel passage in Mark 13:32: “But of that day or that hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” Therefore, with or without “nor the Son” in Matthew 24:36, nothing is changed theologically. Ehrman’s reasoning here is faulty and misleading.

For Ehrman personally, however, the smoking gun that drove him toward the abandonment of his confidence in Scripture is Jesus’ comment in Mark 2:25-26:


And he said to them, “Have you never read what David did, when he was in need and was hungry, he and those who were with him: how he entered the house of God, when Abiathar was high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and also gave it to those who were with him?”



Jesus has alluded to the story of David’s receiving consecrated bread (or “bread of the Presence”) from Ahimelech the priest (1 Sam 21:1-10). David was fleeing from Saul, and when Saul learned that Ahimelech had assisted David and his men, he murdered Ahimelech and most of his family. Abiathar escaped and eventually succeeded his father as priest (1 Sam 22:1-10).

Because Ahimelech—not his son Abiathar—was the priest when David and his men ate the consecrated bread, we have a mistake, technically speaking, either made by Jesus himself or by Mark (or perhaps by someone who passed on the story). Ehrman says he finally admitted to himself that this passage contains a mistake: “Once I made that admission, the floodgates opened. For if there could be one little, picayune mistake in Mark 2, maybe there could be mistakes in other places as well.” Ehrman then cites a few more candidates, such as Jesus’ comment that the mustard seed is the smallest of seeds or the apparent discrepancy between the Synoptic Gospels and John about which day Jesus died.

And so everything began to unravel for Ehrman. But observe the line of reasoning; it is so typical of brittle fundamentalism. I have heard fundamentalists say, “Show me one mistake in the Bible and I will throw out the whole thing.” I suspect Ehrman heard that more than once in his Moody Bible Institute days. His reasoning today, even as a professing agnostic, still has a fundamentalist ring to it.

I repeat: The truth of the Christian message hinges not on the inerrancy of Scripture or on our ability to harmonize the four Gospels but on the resurrection of Jesus. And the historical reliability of the Gospels does not hinge on the inerrancy of Scripture or on proof that no mistake of any kind can be detected in them. Ehrman’s struggle with faith—and I feel for him—grows out of mistaken expectations of the nature and function of Scripture, mistaken expectations that he was taught as a young, impressionable fundamentalist Christian.6




THE FIRST CHRISTIAN WITNESSESS

Emphasizing the central role of the resurrection brings me back to the importance of the first Christian witnesses. It also brings me back to Robert Funk. In his zeal to direct attention to the authentic Jesus as opposed to the Christ of ecclesiastical dogma and creed, Funk goes so far as to assert: “We can no longer rest our faith on the faith of Peter or the faith of Paul.”7 On one level, he is right; I think I understand what he means. Christians must embrace what Jesus taught and what Jesus himself believed. Quite true. But on another level I think that Funk is seriously mistaken. Peter and Paul were foundational witnesses to the event that brought the church into existence: the resurrection of Jesus. Ignoring this witness runs the risk of abandoning authentic Christianity, Jesus and all.


THE OLDEST GREEK MANUSCRIPTS OF JOHN’S GOSPEL











	
	
The oldest surviving fragments of the Greek new Testament are found written on papyrus. The following are the oldest papyri that preserve portions of the Gospel of John.





	
𝔭5


	
Papyrus 5 (housed in the British Library in London), also designated P.Oxy. 208 + 1781, dates to the early third century. It contains John 1:23-31, 33-40; 16:14-30; 20:11-17, 19-20, 22-25.





	
𝔭22


	
Papyrus 22 (housed in the Glasgow University Library), also designated P.Oxy. 1228, dates to the middle of the third century. It contains John 15:25–16:2, 21-32.





	
𝔭28


	
Papyrus 28 (housed in the Palestine Institute Museum of the Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley, California), also designated P.Oxy. 1596, dates to the late third century. It contains John 6:8-12, 17-22.





	
𝔭39


	
Papyrus 39 (housed in Ambrose Swasey Library, Rochester Divinity School), also designated P.Oxy. 1780, dates to the early third century. It is a small fragment, containing John 8:14-22.





	
𝔭45


	
Papyrus 45 (housed in the Chester Beatty Collection, in Dublin), also designated P. Chester Beatty I, dates to the late second century. This is one of the major papyri. It contains large portions of the four Gospels and Acts. Of John it contains 4:51, 54; 5:21, 24; 10:7-25; 10:30– 11:10, 18-36, 42-57. P46 (P. Chester Beatty II) contains significant portions of several of Paul’s letters





	
𝔭52


	
Papyrus 52 (housed in the John Rylands University Library of Manchester), also designated Gr. P. 457, dates to the very beginning of the second century and may be the oldest surviving fragment of the Greek New Testament (though recently some have claimed that fragments of Matthew date to the first century itself). Papyrus 52 is a small fragment, containing John 18:31-33 (on the recto side), 37-38 (on the verso side).





	
𝔭66


	
Papyrus 66 (housed in the Bibliotheca Bodmeriana), also designated P. Bodmer II, dates to the second or third century. The Bodmer Papyri are very important. Papyrus 66 contains John 1:1–6:11; 6:35–14:26, 29-30; 15:2-26; 16:2-4, 6-7; 16:10–20:20, 22-23; 20:25–21:9, 12, 17.





	
𝔭75


	
Papyrus 75 (housed in the Bibliotheca Bodmeriana), also designated P. Bodmer XIV and XV, dates to the late second century. Besides portions of Luke, it contains John 1:1–11:45, 48-57; 12:3–13:1, 8-9; 14:8-29; 15:7-8.





	
𝔭80


	
Papyrus 80 (housed in the Fundación San Lucas Evangelista, Barcelona), also designated P. Barcelona 83, dates to the middle of the third century. All that survives is a single verse: John 3:34.





	
𝔭90


	
Papyrus 90 (housed in the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford), also designated P.Oxy. 3523, dates to the middle or late second century. It contains John 18:36–19:7.





	
𝔭95


	
Papyrus 95 (housed in the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence), also designated PL II/31, dates to the third century. It contains John 5:26-29, 36-38.





	
0162


	
Uncial 0162 (housed in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York), also designated P.Oxy. 847, is not a papyrus, but a single leaf of leather, or vellum. It dates to the late third or early fourth century and as such is an early example of the later uncial. It contains John 2:11-22.











Uncial refers to codices of the Bible written in the third to tenth centuries on parchment or vellum in large rounded capital letters. They are the next earliest copies of manuscripts after the papyri.

P.Oxy. = Oxyrhynchus Papyri, a trove of thousands of papyrus fragments found in Egypt at Oxyrhynchus, containing a variety of texts in six or more languages.





The documents that the early Christian community gathered bore witness to this great event and struggled to interpret it and apply it in a variety of real-life situations. The books that make up the New Testament constitute a vital record of the early church’s experience and witness. These witnesses and the records they left behind need to be taken seriously and studied carefully.8 Failure to do so will almost certainly result in distorted portraits of Jesus and misguided understanding of what true Christian faith is all about.












2
Cramped Starting Points and Overly Strict Critical Methods
The Question of Authenticity



The Jesus Seminar gained a great deal of notoriety when it concluded in 1993 that only 18 percent of the sayings attributed to Jesus in the New Testament Gospels are actually something he said. The Seminar reached similar results with respect to the activities of Jesus.1 Why was the percentage so low? Minimalist conclusions like these are arrived at through cramped starting points and overly strict critical methods.


CRAMPED STARTING POINTS

In recent years some scholars have come to some pretty surprising conclusions or at least have made some surprising assertions. We have been told that (1) Jesus was illiterate, (2) Jesus had no interest in Scripture, (3) Jesus had no interest in eschatology, and (4) Jesus certainly did not think of himself as Israel’s Messiah or in any sense divine. In other words, some of these scholars think that almost everything of importance affirmed in the New Testament writings is wrong.

The problem is that some scholars, especially among the Jesus Seminar, use these conclusions as starting points. Accordingly, we hear comments from them to the effect: “Given that Jesus probably could not read . . . had no interest in Scripture. . . this saying does not go back to him.” Given such cramped starting points, which often are little more than presuppositions and not documented and argued conclusions, it is no wonder that much of the material in the New Testament Gospels is regarded as inauthentic and unhistorical. All four of the assertions of the previous paragraph are misguided and almost certainly false. Let’s review them one by one.




WAS JESUS ILLITERATE?

Recently a few scholars have suggested that Jesus was functionally illiterate. They allow that Jesus perhaps knew the alphabet and could make out a few words, perhaps even sign his own name, but probably could neither read nor write.2 Other scholars think Jesus could read and perhaps write, but not at the level of proficiency expected of a professional scribe.3 Scholars are divided on this question because the evidence is somewhat ambiguous.

Many Christians will immediately assert that, of course, Jesus was literate. He was the Son of God, after all, and could do anything. Christians in the second and third centuries, and later, began to assume this too. Some suggested that as a boy Jesus was a wonder student who made a fool out of his schoolteacher. But this is not consistent with Christian belief in the full humanity of Jesus. As a young child Jesus learned to speak, as a boy he learned to play, and as an older youth he learned the skills of the family trade. Indeed, according to Hebrews 5:8, Jesus “learned obedience through what he suffered.” And an early Christian confession says that Jesus “emptied himself, taking the form of a servant” (Phil 2:7). This clearly implies limitations of some sort.

The question of the literacy of Jesus is therefore a legitimate question to raise. In a theological sense there was no need for Jesus to have been literate to have accomplished his ministry. So the question is not whether Jesus as Son of God should have been able to read (or do advanced math, astronomy, or any other subject). Rather, the question is, Could and did Jesus read? The evidence, viewed in the light of general, contextual considerations, favors literacy.

There are three types of evidence that must be explored to answer this question. The first type of evidence concerns specific passages. There are only a few. Luke 4:16-30 describes Jesus reading from the scroll of Isaiah and then preaching a homily. Most scholars hesitate to draw firm conclusions from this passage because it appears to be an expansion of Mark 6:1-6, which says nothing about reading Scripture. John 8:6 says Jesus stooped down and wrote in the dust with his finger. The problem here is that in all probability this passage (that is, Jn 7:53–8:11) is not part of the original version of the Gospel of John.4 Even if the passage is accepted as preserving a genuine reminiscence of something Jesus did, it tells us nothing certain about Jesus’ literacy. He may have been doing nothing more than doodling. John 7:15 speaks directly to the question of Jesus’ literacy, though. Some in Jerusalem wonder: “How is it that this man has learning, when he has never studied?” Literally, they ask how he “knows letters, not having studied” (or “not having learned”). But the reference here is to a lack of formal, scribal training, not to having had no education whatsoever. Behind the question is the knowledge that Jesus has not sat at the feet of a trained, recognized rabbi or sage. Nevertheless, being recognized as one who possesses learning argues against illiteracy.

The evidence of these specific New Testament Gospel narratives favors literacy, or at the least the assumption in early Christianity that Jesus was in fact literate. However, the level of literacy is not made clear. Of course, some scholars discount the evidence of these Gospel narratives, claiming that they do not really reach back to the historical Jesus but only to assumptions about Jesus held by second- and third-generation Christians. In any event, these passages do not settle the question.

The second type of evidence is contextual, inquiring into general levels of literacy in the Roman Empire in the time of Jesus and into levels of literacy among the Jewish people as a distinctive group. Here again scholarly opinion varies widely, with some concluding that literacy was low (as low as 5 percent or less) and others concluding that literacy rates were somewhat higher, especially among Jewish men.5

The major problem with this type of contextual evidence is that whatever it says about the general public, it does not necessarily tell us anything about a specific individual, in this case Jesus of Nazareth. If the data that we have truly support the conclusion that literacy rates were indeed higher among Jewish men, then the case for the literacy of Jesus is strengthened. But again, the question is not settled.

The third type of evidence is also contextual, focusing on Jesus’ activities and style of ministry, how he was perceived by his contemporaries—friend and foe alike—and what emerged from his ministry. The evidence here, I believe, decisively tips the balance in favor of concluding that Jesus was indeed functionally literate.

According to the commands of Old Testament Scripture, Jewish parents were to teach their children the law (see Deut 6:9; 11:20). Of course, this does not mean that all parents did this or that all parents necessarily interpreted this command as requiring literacy. Teaching the law, or summaries of key portions of it, could have been done and probably was done orally. Literacy was not necessarily required to comply with this particular command of Scripture. Nevertheless, such a command would encourage literacy, even if it did not require it.

According to various Jewish authors living about the time Jesus did, Jewish parents in fact did educate their children in the law and in literacy. For example, according to the unknown author of the Testament of Levi, a writing that probably dates to the first century B.C.: “Teach your children letters also, so that they might have understanding throughout all their lives as they ceaselessly read the Law of God” (13:2). Josephus, the first-century A.D. Jewish historian, states, “Above all we pride ourselves on the education of our children, and regard as the most essential task in life the observance of our laws and of the pious practices, based thereupon, which we have inherited” (Against Apion 1.60). He says later, “[The law] orders that [children] shall be taught to read, and shall learn both the laws and the deeds of their forefathers” (Against Apion 2.204).

These expressions, admittedly from priestly sources that probably do not reflect the social and educational realities and expectations of most Jewish adults, do underscore the great value placed on Scripture and literacy in the Jewish world, especially among Jews who take the law of Moses seriously. From everything that we can learn of him, this is just the sort of person Jesus was. He took Scripture seriously. He quoted it, he taught it, and he debated it with priests, scribes, and various religious persons and groups. This sort of evidence clearly argues in favor of Jesus’ literacy.

Statistics and generalities are of some use. But it is the big picture of Jesus’ ministry itself that makes us conclude that Jesus indeed could read. Jesus is frequently called “teacher” (sometimes with the Hebrew rabbi or the Aramaic rabbouni ). Jesus refers to himself in this manner and is called such by supporters, opponents and nonpartisans. Jesus and others called his closest followers “disciples,” which in Hebrew and Greek literally means “learners.”6 The terminology of teacher and learner creates a strong presumption in favor of Jesus’ literacy. In the Jewish setting an illiterate rabbi who surrounds himself with disciples and debates Scripture and its interpretation with other rabbis and scribes is hardly credible.

On occasion Jesus himself refers to reading Scripture. He asks Pharisees who criticized his disciples for plucking grain on the sabbath: “Have you never read what David did, when he was in need and was hungry?” (Mk 2:25; see Mt 12:3). To this passage Matthew adds, “Or have you not read in the law how on the sabbath the priests in the temple profane the sabbath, and are guiltless?” (Mt 12:5; see Mt 19:4). In another polemical context Jesus asks the ruling priests and elders, “Have you not read this scripture?” (Mk 12:10). Later he asks the Sadducees, who had raised a question about resurrection, “And as for the dead being raised, have you not read in the book of Moses, in the passage about the bush, how God said to him, ‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’?” (Mk 12:26). In a discussion with a legal expert who has asked what one must do to inherit eternal life, Jesus asks in turn, “What is written in the law? How do you read?” (Lk 10:26). Jesus’ rhetorical and pointed “have you not read?” seems to be distinctive of his style and surely would have little argumentative force if he himself could not read. It should be noted too that in the Gospel stories reviewed, Jesus’ literacy is never an issue. There is no evidence of apologetic tendencies in which Jesus’ literary skills are exaggerated. Jesus’ ability to read appears to be a given, but not an issue. The upshot of all of this is that whatever the literacy rates were in late antiquity, it is more than likely that Jesus himself could read.




WAS JESUS INTERESTED IN SCRIPTURE?

Related to the question of Jesus’ literacy is the question of his interest in Scripture. The Jesus Seminar maintains the curious position that Scripture was of interest to early Christians but not to Jesus. Therefore, when we encounter passages in the Gospels where Jesus quotes or alludes to Scripture, the Seminar thinks it is the early church that is speaking, not Jesus.

This view is very strange. Jesus was nothing if not a teacher. A teacher of what? Everything that Jesus taught—from the rule of God to the Golden Rule—is rooted in Scripture. His disciples—“learners”—learned and passed on his teaching. Is it really likely that Jesus’ original teaching made little or no reference to Scripture and that this is what his disciples had to add to it? This makes little sense. A far better and simpler explanation is that the reason that certain passages of Scripture became important to the early church and understood in a certain way is because this is what Jesus taught and his disciples learned and passed on to other believers. The creative genius behind early Christian thought is Jesus himself, not several anonymous figures.

According to the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus quotes or alludes to twenty-three of the thirty-six books of the Hebrew Bible (counting the books of Samuel, Kings and Chronicles as three books, not six).7 Jesus alludes to or quotes all five books of Moses, the three major prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel), eight of the twelve minor prophets, and five of the “writings.”8 In other words, Jesus quotes or alludes to all of the books of the Law, most of the Prophets and some of the Writings.

According to the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus quotes or alludes to Deuteronomy fifteen or sixteen times, Isaiah about forty times and the Psalms some thirteen times. These appear to be his favorite books, though Daniel and Zechariah seem to have been favorites also. Superficially, then, the “canon” of Jesus is pretty much what it was for most religiously observant Jews of his time,9 including—and especially—the producers of the scrolls at Qumran.10 Moreover, there is evidence that villages and synagogues in the time of Jesus possessed biblical scrolls (see 1 Maccabees 1:56-57; Josephus Jewish Wars 2.229 [in reference to Antiochus IV’s efforts to find and destroy Torah scrolls]; Life of Flavius Josephus 134 [in reference to scrolls in Galilee during the early stages of the revolt against Rome]).

The data that we have surveyed are more easily explained in reference to a literate Jesus, a Jesus who could read Scripture, could paraphrase and interpret it in Aramaic (his native tongue) and could do so in a manner that indicated his familiarity with current interpretive tendencies in both popular circles (as in the synagogues) and in professional, even elite circles (as seen in debates with scribes, ruling priests and elders). Moreover, the movement that Jesus founded produced a legacy of literature, including four Gospels, a narrative of the early church (the book of Acts) and a number of letters. The sudden emergence of a prolific literary tradition from an illiterate founder is not impossible, but it is less difficult to explain if Jesus was in fact literate and frequently appealed to Scripture.




WAS JESUS INTERESTED IN ESCHATOLOGY?

Perhaps one of the most astonishing claims made by influential members of the Jesus Seminar is that Jesus was noneschatological. But before the Seminar’s views can be evaluated, it is necessary to say a few things about eschatology.

The word eschatology refers to the study of final or last things. In Jewish and Christian theology it usually refers to God’s final accomplishment of his purposes. Some day in the future, things will be very different.

Exactly how Jesus’ announcement of the presence of the kingdom of God relates to eschatology has been a subject of debate since the days of Jesus. Long ago the disciples asked the risen Jesus: “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6). Speculations about end times have been a preoccupation with many people of faith down through the centuries. The disciples’ question is still being asked.

Unfortunately, many Christians, including pastors and Bible teachers, do not understand either the meaning of the expression “kingdom of God” or the meaning of the biblical concept of eschatology. Some Christians think that by “kingdom of God” Jesus meant heaven or the millennium. Some even try to make a distinction between kingdom of God and kingdom of heaven. Worse, some think eschatology refers to the “end of the world.” Oddly enough, it is to these popular misunderstandings that the Jesus Seminar has, by and large, responded. When the Seminar interprets Jesus in a “noneschatological” way, the Seminar is rejecting the idea that in proclaiming the kingdom of God, Jesus was proclaiming the end of the world. Unfortunately, in misunderstanding both eschatology and Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom of God, the Seminar rejects eschatology altogether and misinterprets what Jesus meant by “kingdom.”11 Here, I believe, we have an example of throwing the baby out with the bath water.

With eschatology removed as something imposed on the teaching of Jesus by fanatical followers who thought the world was about to end, the kingdom of God is variously misinterpreted among influential Seminar members as a “mystical perception of self” (so Marcus Borg) or as egalitarian community (so John Dominic Crossan).12 In its red-letter edition of the Gospels, the Jesus Seminar chose to translate “kingdom of God” (Greek, basileia tou theou) “God’s imperial rule.” This curious rendering shows that the Seminar simply does not know what it is talking about.13

The expression “kingdom of God” is neither difficult nor complicated when we take into account the biblical data. A reading of the Psalms shows that God is understood as King—King of his people Israel as well as King of all the peoples of the earth. God is King now and forever. God is King in heaven, but he is also King on earth. In other words, the kingship of God entails temporal elements (God rules now, and he will rule in the future) and spatial elements (God rules in heaven, but he also rules here on earth). When the linguistic dimension of kingdom is taken into account, especially in reference to God, it is best to translate the word as “rule.” Accordingly, when Jesus proclaims the kingdom of God, he is proclaiming the rule of God. He demonstrates that God’s rule is truly making itself felt in his ministry through healing and especially through exorcism: “If it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom [or rule] of God has come upon you” (Lk 11:20).

Eschatology needs to be understood in the light of the meaning of the rule of God. The “last things” entailed in Jesus’ proclamation of the rule of God is that now at last God’s rule is making itself felt on earth, as the prophets had promised. Jesus has not proclaimed the end of the world but the beginning of the world’s renewal. He is calling on his people to repent and embrace God’s rule. Repenting and embracing God’s rule will transform lives.

It is in this light that the Lord’s Prayer should be understood:


Father, let your name be made holy;

may your kingdom come.

Give us each day our daily bread.

And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive every one who is indebted to us.

And lead us not into temptation. (Lk 11:2-4)



Interpreters think that Luke’s shorter, simpler form of the prayer may be closer to the original prayer of Jesus. This could be true. But even the longer form of the prayer in Matthew probably correctly reflects Jesus’ thinking. It reads as follows:


Our Father, who is in heaven, let your name be made holy.

May your kingdom come.

May your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. (Mt 6:9-13)



Lying at the core of Jesus’ prayer is an old Aramaic Jewish prayer called the Qaddish (also spelled Kaddish, from the first word of the prayer, meaning “may be made holy”). This prayer reads:


May his great name be glorified and made holy in the world that he created according to this will.

May he establish his kingdom in your lifetime and during your days. . .



Although the form of the Qaddish that we now have has probably been expanded in the passage of time, the original two petitions—that God make his name holy, and that he establish his kingdom (or rule) soon—stand out and obviously parallel the first two petitions of Jesus’ prayer. The implication of this is that Jesus taught his disciples a prayer similar to the prayer that all devout Jews prayed. Jesus’ innovation is to link people’s behavior to these two petitions. That is, we are to pray that God make his name holy and that God’s rule come soon, and we are to pray that we live rightly and expectantly in the light of this prayerful hope.

Jesus has not taught his disciples to pray for the end of the world; he has enjoined his disciples to pray that God’s rule come finally and fully, “on earth as it is in heaven,” as the interpretive phrase correctly elaborates in the form of the Lord’s Prayer that we have in Matthew’s Gospel.

When Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom of God is correctly understood, and when we avoid distorted understandings of eschatology, we find that the message of Jesus was indeed profoundly eschatological. Jesus did not call his disciples to find their inner, mystical selves or to form an egalitarian community; he called on his disciples to repent and embrace the rule of God, a rule that transforms the individual and society and will eventually engulf the whole earth.




DID JESUS UNDERSTAND HIMSELF TO BE ISRAEL’S MESSIAH?

It was fashionable throughout much of the modern period of biblical scholarship (say, in the last two centuries or so) to doubt that Jesus thought of himself as Israel’s Messiah. It was argued that the confession that Jesus was the Messiah arose among his Jewish following in the aftermath of the Easter proclamation that Jesus had been resurrected.

Doubts along these lines continued into and through most of the twentieth century, especially in German scholarship. At most, some scholars were willing to allow for an implicit messianic self-understanding on the part of Jesus, seen, for example, in Jesus’ expressions of authority, either in word or deed. However, the picture has changed in recent years, thanks largely to a better understanding of Jewish messianism in the time of Jesus and to some important texts from the Dead Sea area finally published in the 1990s.

But before we go further in this discussion, it will be helpful to define messianism. The word messiah is Hebrew and means “anointed.” In the Old Testament the word is used in reference to three offices: the anointed priest, the anointed king, and the anointed prophet. Normally, however, when we speak of messianism we are referring to ideas about the anointed king, who is usually understood to be a descendant of David. In the days of Jesus, messianism had to do with hopes of a coming anointed descendant of David who would restore Israel. The Dead Sea Scrolls have enriched our understanding of messianic ideas in late antiquity.

Perhaps the single most important scroll for Jesus’ messianic self-understanding is 4Q521 (that is, document number 521, from cave 4 of Qumran). A portion of this text speaks of things that will take place when God’s Messiah comes on the scene. The relevant portion reads:

[For the hea]vens and the earth shall listen to his Messiah [and all t]hat is in them (Ps 146:6) shall not turn away from the commandments of the holy ones. Strengthen yourselves, O you who seek the Lord in his service. Will you not find the Lord in this, all those who hope in their heart? For the Lord attends to the pious and calls the righteous by name. Over the humble his spirit hovers (Is 11:2), and he renews the faithful in his strength. For he will honor the pious upon the th[ro]ne of his eternal kingdom, setting prisoners free [Ps 146:7], opening the eyes of the blind, raising up those who are bo[wed down] (Ps 146:8). And for[ev]er I shall hold fast [to] those [who h]ope and in His faithfulness sh[all. . .] and the frui[t of] good [dee]ds shall not be delayed for anyone and the Lord shall do glorious things which have not been done, just as he said. For he shall heal the critically wounded; he shall make alive the dead (Is 26:19); he shall send good news to the afflicted (Is 61:1); he shall sati[sfy the poo]r (Ps 132:15); he shall guide the uprooted; he shall make the hungry rich (Ps 107:9). (4Q521 frag. 2, col. 2, lines 1-13)
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