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Preface


The present work seeks to introduce readers to the life of Christ. After each chapter is a list of references that can be investigated as desired. Due to the particular audience targeted by the present book, only works in English have been included.

The present work has been written without footnotes, for the problem of adequately footnoting a life of Christ and doing extensive work in the secondary literature is so great that one wonders if such a work could ever be written. The two large volumes The Death of the Messiah by Raymond E. Brown illustrate how an entire life of Jesus written in such a manner would be an impossible task in any one lifetime.

Translations of primary material, unless specifically stated, are from the following works: biblical quotations (New Revised Standard Version), rabbinic quotations (Babylonian Talmud [Soncino] and Mishna [Herbert Danby]), Josephus (Loeb Classical Library), second-century pagan writers and the early church fathers (Loeb Classical Library), the Tosefta (Joseph Neusner), Gospel of Thomas (Synopsis Quattuor Evangeliorum), the Infancy Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of the Nazareans (The Apocryphal New Testament, edited by J. K. Elliott [1993]).

I would like to express my appreciation to the people who were instrumental in my writing: my teaching assistants, Scott W. Johnson and Timothy J. Johnson, for their extensive checking of all the references and bibliographic data, as well as their stylistic suggestions; my colleague Dr. Thomas Schreiner, who was kind enough to read an early edition of the manuscript and make valuable suggestions; Gloria Metz, the faculty secretary, who once again provided her expertise to one of my writing projects; and my wife, Joan, who likewise read the manuscript, made many helpful suggestions and encouraged me throughout the project.






Introduction


The writing of books such as this has had a curious history. In the nineteenth century the writing of a life of Christ was almost a required exercise for New Testament scholars. Unfortunately the product was all too frequently autobiographical in nature, for the resultant Jesus of the researcher looked like, acted like and cherished the same values as the author. By the second decade of the twentieth century, however, the quest to produce a life of Christ had ebbed. Several factors led to the demise of this undertaking.

On the one hand, grave doubt arose as to whether historical research could arrive at the Jesus of history. People such as William Wrede, the historian Wilhelm Dilthey and the form critics raised serious questions as to the feasibility of writing such a life. They demonstrated that, far from being objective and dispassionate works, our Gospels were written from the perspective of the believing community. That was always recognized, but now there arose doubt as to whether the historian could ever penetrate behind the faith of the believing community and arrive at the “real” Jesus of history. In addition, the question arose whether historical research could ever be objective and neutral.

On the other hand, along with doubt in the ability to arrive at the historical Jesus, there also arose doubt as to the value of such an undertaking. Martin Kähler, Albert Schweitzer and Rudolf Bultmann questioned whether the result of such a “historical” investigation could ever prove an asset for faith. It was evident that the liberal, nonsupernatural Jesus of the historian could provide little assistance to the Christian believer. What faith sought and needed was not a Jesus who was similar to us. Yet the Jesus of historical research by definition could only be like us. He had to be by definition a Jesus stripped of the supernatural and miraculous. At best, such a Jesus could serve only as an example.

It is true that the humanity of Jesus (his being like us) is important and is emphasized in Scripture (see, for example, Heb 2:14-18; 4:14-16). Yet whenever Jesus’ humanity is emphasized in Scripture it is never without stressing at the same time that he is even more significantly unlike us. He is without sin, he came from the Father, and he is the “only Son” (Jn 3:16). That is why he can bring to the believer victory over sin, death and the devil.

The quest that dominated New Testament studies in the nineteenth century ebbed and remained dormant for the most part until 1953. In October of that year Ernst Käsemann read a paper in which he pointed out that making an absolute distinction between the “historical” Jesus and the Christ of faith was ultimately a form of doceticism (an early Christian heresy that denied the true humanity of Jesus Christ). Furthermore, from a purely historical perspective one could not deny that information about Jesus of Nazareth was available to the historian. Thus a “new quest” for the historical Jesus began. The original quest emphasized a discontinuity between the Jesus of “history” and the Christ of the Gospels and sought to free the “real Jesus” from the Christ of the church and the creeds. The new quest, on the other hand, sought to find continuity between them.

Unfortunately, this new quest continued to work under the same historical-critical method, thus excluding the possibility of the supernatural (see chapter one). As a result, it was doomed from the start. The continuity that the new quest sought lay not in the essence and being of Jesus (that the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith are one and the same). Rather, the continuity was sought in the similarity of the message of the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith. A continuity was seen in that both the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith proclaimed and brought about the same existential encounter with God.

The popularity of the new quest waned quickly, for it could not bridge the gap between the purely human Jesus and the preexistent and supernatural Son of God of Christian faith. Furthermore, there did not appear to be any real difference between the existential encounter proclaimed by the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith and that proclaimed by the early church and the Old Testament prophets. Thus the continuity between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith was no greater than that between the Old Testament prophets and the Christ of faith.

Today we are experiencing a renewed interest in the Jesus of history. This has been called by some the “third quest.” In this third quest the Jewishness of Jesus is being emphasized and new sociological models are being used to assist in understanding the social and political situation of the first century. However, the results so far are disappointing. The same historical-critical method remains foundational for many of the researchers. Any research on the life of Christ that eliminates at the beginning the possibility of the supernatural will always produce a “historical Jesus” who is by definition radically different from the Christ of the Gospels. Without an openness to the supernatural, the result of any investigation of the life of Christ has predetermined that the resulting Jesus will be radically different from the Jesus who was born of a virgin, was anointed by the Spirit, healed the sick, raised the dead, died for the sins of the world, rose from the dead and ascended into heaven. Yet it is this supernatural Jesus that humanity desperately needs, for only this supernatural Jesus can bridge the gap between human sin and God’s holiness. What the world so critically needs is a Savior, but only a supernatural Jesus can be a Savior.

In writing this work I have assumed the presence of the supernatural in the life of Jesus. In other words, this life of Christ has been written from a believer’s viewpoint. It assumes that the Gospel accounts are reliable and that the burden of proof for the investigator lies not with those who affirm the historicity of the events and sayings found in the Gospels. It is rather the denial of their historicity that must be demonstrated. The Gospel stories are presumed truthful unless proven otherwise.

Jesus the Messiah consists of two parts. The first, “Key Issues in Studying the Life of Christ,” contains three chapters and deals with introductory questions. The initial chapter discusses the presuppositions involved in such a study. Here I discuss my approach to the supernatural and the miraculous in the life of Jesus. One cannot investigate the life of Jesus of Nazareth without bringing to that study certain presuppositions. All too often discussion and debate about the historicity of a reported miracle in the life of Jesus involves not a discussion of the accounts or the event but the presuppositions concerning the supernatural. In the past much “life of Christ” research has assumed at the start that no miracle could have occurred. Such a presupposition should be stated openly and forth-rightly to the reader.

After discussing the presuppositions or ground rules for investigating the life of Jesus, I examine the sources available for such an investigation. Chapter two analyzes the Jewish, Greek and Christian (both biblical and nonbiblical) sources that are available for studying the life of Jesus and evaluates which ones will be most useful. Chapter three discusses what we can know concerning the chronological boundaries of the life of Jesus. Here I investigate the evidence available for dating various events in Jesus’ life.

The second part of Jesus the Messiah consists of “The Life of Christ”: the virginal conception (chapter four), the boyhood of Jesus (chapter five), the baptism (chapter six), the temptation (chapter seven), the call of the disciples (chapter eight), the message of Jesus (chapter nine), Christology (chapter ten), the confession of Peter (chapter eleven), the transfiguration (chapter twelve), the events of Palm Sunday (chapter thirteen), the cleansing of the temple (chapter fourteen), the Last Supper (chapter fifteen), Gethsemane, the betrayal and arrest (chapter sixteen), the trial (chapter seventeen), the crucifixion (chapter eighteen), and the resurrection and ascension of Jesus (chapter nineteen).

For some readers the first part of this work may prove to be more technical than they care for. If so, they may want to skip part one (chapters one to three) and begin immediately their reading in part two (chapters four to nineteen).







Part One

Key Issues in
Studying the Life of Christ
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Where You Start
Determines Where
You Finish

The Role of Presuppositions in Studying the
Life of Jesus

 


DURING MY FIRST YEAR AT SEMINARY I REMEMBER HEARING ONE OF the leading scholars of the day say the following in an address: “We would all like to believe that regardless of where one starts or how one approaches the evidence, as long as we are honest and objective we will all arrive at the same results when investigating a historical text.” As a recent graduate in biology with a minor in chemistry, I readily nodded my head. After all, that was the essence of good science. No matter how one approached the evidence, if one were objective and honest the results would be identical with those of anyone else who approached the evidence honestly and objectively. I was shocked, therefore, when he went on to say, “We would all like to believe this, but it is simply not true. Where one starts one’s investigation determines the results one will obtain.” I will never forget my disappointment. At first I simply refused to believe my professor, but over the years the truth of what he said has been confirmed in my experience time and time again. Where a person starts powerfully shapes where he or she finishes.


Coming to Grips with the Miraculous

A basic issue involved in the study of the life of Jesus is the problem of miracles. No one can investigate his life without first coming to grips with the issue of the miraculous. The Gospels contain more than thirty miracles associated with the life and ministry of Jesus. In Mark alone 209 of the 661 verses deal with the miraculous. We read about various healings involving fever (Mk 1:29-31), leprosy (Mk 1:40-45), paralysis (Mk 2:1-12), a withered hand (Mk 3:1-6), hemorrhage (Mk 5:25-34), muteness (Mt 9:32-34), blindness (Mk 8:22-26), epilepsy (Mk 9:14-29), deformed limbs (Lk 13:10-17), dropsy (Lk 14:1-6), demon possession (Mk 1:21-28) and even a sword wound (Lk 22:49-51). There are raisings from the dead (Mk 5:35-43; Lk 7:11-15; Jn 11:1-44) and various nature miracles, such as the feeding of the five thousand (Mk 6:30-44) and the four thousand (Mk 8:1-10), the stilling of a storm (Mk 4:35-41), the cursing of a fig tree (Mk 11:12-14, 20-25), walking on water (Mk 6:45-52), the catching of a fish with a coin (Mt 17:24-27), a miraculous catch of fish (Lk 5:1-11; Jn 21:1-14), the turning of water into wine (Jn 2:1-11), a virginal conception (Mt 1:18-25; Lk 1:26-38) and an ascension into heaven (Lk 24:50-53; Acts 1:9). It is evident that a person cannot come to terms with the life of Jesus without coming to terms with the issue of miracles.

Furthermore, at the very heart of the Christian faith and message lies a miracle—the resurrection of Jesus. Paul states in this regard, “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins” (1 Cor 15:17; compare also v. 14). To deny the miraculous is to deny historic Christianity.

It would be nice to say that no matter how we approach the life of Jesus and the many miracles associated with that life, we will all come to the same conclusions as long as we deal with the evidence honestly. It would be nice, but it would be wrong. The fact is that before anyone ever investigates the miraculous accounts associated with Jesus’ life, he or she has predetermined certain outcomes. Does one approach the Gospel accounts with an openness to the supernatural and thus the possibility of miracles? Or does one approach the accounts with the view that we live in a closed continuum of time and space in which there is no possibility of miracles occurring? Needless to say, the latter position has predetermined the possible results of any investigation into the life of Jesus. Each view is based on a faith commitment made prior to investigating the evidence. Openness to the supernatural allows certain conclusions that are impossible if one is closed to the possibility of the supernatural.




The Nonsupernatural Approach

In the study of the life of Jesus, many scholars have taken the nonsupernatural approach. The most famous liberal New Testament scholar, Adolf von Harnack, wrote at the beginning of the twentieth century, “We are firmly convinced that what happens in space and time is subject to the general laws of motion, and that in this sense, as an interruption of the order of Nature, there can be no such things as ‘miracles’ “ (What Is Christianity? [New York: Putnam, 1901], pp. 28-29). We can also compare the view of Rudolf Bultmann, the leading German New Testament scholar of the twentieth century:

The historical method includes the presupposition that history is a unity in the sense of a closed continuum of effects in which individual events are connected by the succession of cause and effect. . . . This closedness means that the continuum of historical happenings cannot be rent by the interference of supernatural, transcendent powers and that therefore there is no “miracle” in this sense of the word. Such a miracle would be an event whose cause did not lie within history. . . . It is in accordance with such a method as this that the science of history goes to work on all historical documents. And there cannot be any exceptions in the case of biblical texts if the latter are at all to be understood historically. (Existence and Faith [London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1961], pp. 291-92)


Earlier the English philosopher David Hume had eliminated miracles by the following philosophical argument: “[1] A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; [2] and as a firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, [3] the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imaged” (An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding: Of Miracles 10.1). In other words, according to Hume we have the following syllogism:

A miracle is a violation of the “laws of nature.”

The “laws of nature” are inviolable.

Therefore, a rational person is never justified in believing that a miracle actually happened.

Perhaps no one has better presented this approach to the study of history than the German theologian Ernst Troeltsch. According to Troeltsch, three principles should typify all historical investigation. The first is the principle of criticism: all historical judgments are and will always remain provisional. They are at best approximate and can deal only with probabilities. Thus any historical conclusion concerning Jesus can only be more or less probable and is always open to revision. If that is true, then it is impossible, or risky to say the least, to base one’s eternal hope on any event of the past. The second is the principle of analogy, which assumes the uniformity of nature (that past experiences are similar to our present experience). Since our present experience is nonmiraculous, our interpretation of the past must be nonmiraculous. With respect to the life of Jesus, this means that his life must be interpreted as having been nonmiraculous. This principle is an extremely important one. Those who accept it without qualification must conclude that miracles cannot happen and that all biblical miracles are either mythical or misrepresentations of what actually happened. The third principle is the principle of correlation, which argues that historical explanation must always take into consideration the preceding and subsequent events and be interpreted in light of them.

An example of how this historical-critical method works may be helpful. A person investigating the account of the resurrection of Jesus found in Matthew 28:1-10 would proceed as follows.

He or she would investigate the account to find out such things as the Matthean editorial and theological contribution to the account, how this fits in with Matthew’s emphases found elsewhere in the Gospel and so on. Frequently the term redaction criticism is used to describe such investigation. A historian would then seek to proceed further back toward the event described in the Gospel by looking at the presumed written sources used by Matthew, such as Mark’s account. (This assumes that Mark was the first Gospel written and that Matthew used Mark. If the reverse were true, we would investigate Matthew’s account as the earliest, then proceed to the investigation of the oral materials.)

Next, the investigator would seek to understand how Mark interpreted the oral account of the resurrection he used and remove any of his literary or theological contributions from it. This again involves redaction criticism, but here the purpose is not to understand what Mark sought to teach by his contributions to the account but to eliminate the material he has added.

Having done this, he or she would be able to investigate this account as it circulated during the period in which the Gospel materials were passed on orally. That involves the period between the death of Jesus and the writing of the first Gospel. What was the “form” of this account? Why was it preserved in the life of the early church? What were the needs that it met? What was the earliest form of this account? This kind of study is called form criticism. The next question the historian can raise at this point involves how the oral tradition originated. The answer is that this oral account of the resurrection arose from the faith of the earliest disciples.

Up to this point the historical-critical method raises no theoretical difficulty. The issue of the supernatural has not yet come into play. In practice, there will be all sorts of problems (such as the role of the eyewitnesses in all this). In theory, however, the historical investigation sketched above encounters no philosophical roadblock. Much of the best investigation of the resurrection accounts has been done by those who hold to this methodology. Both those holding a presupposition of openness to the supernatural and those denying the possibility of the supernatural can investigate and debate with one another the areas described so far. At this point, however, the presuppositions one brings to the study predetermines the conclusion to the question “How did the resurrection faith of the disciples arise?”

If a person accepts an unqualified version of the principle of analogy as taught by Troeltsch and incorporated in the historical-critical method, he or she must conclude that whatever gave rise to the faith of the disciples, it cannot be the miracle of the resurrection. Although never stating it quite so bluntly, an investigator of Matthew’s resurrection account using the historical-critical method is essentially saying, “Let’s investigate what we can learn about the history of this account, but we must of course agree at the start that Jesus did not rise from the dead!”

In recognition of the historical-critical method’s inability to deal with the historical dimension of the miracles, a distinctive vocabulary has been coined. This vocabulary originated in Germany, where several different words were available to describe historical investigation. An account is called historisch when it involves historical events that can be investigated by the historical-critical method. These involve such accounts as the crucifixion, Jesus’ baptism and his association with the outcasts of Israel, which do not involve the supernatural. Sometimes the English word historical is used as an equivalent. An account is called geschichtlich, however, when the historical-critical method does not suffice—that is, when it involves the miraculous. Events such as the virginal conception, the resurrection and Jesus’ miracles are geschichtlich because they involve the supernatural. The English words kerygmatic and historic are sometimes used to translate this second German term.

Some confusion has arisen over the use of the terms geschichtlich, kerygmatic and historic, however. Sometimes these terms are used to refer to an event which cannot be dealt with by the historical-critical method. Since by the principle of analogy the historical-critical method cannot deal with miracles, they are geschichtlich. By this reasoning, calling something geschichtlich, or “historic,” is simply a matter of definition. The material, in other words, deals with the miraculous.

Some scholars, however, use these terms in a different sense. They do not admit that the historical-critical method is limited in scope and cannot deal with events that claim to be supernatural. They do not use this term as a description of the kind of events being discussed but rather as a historical judgment. In this sense, an event that is geschichtlich did not happen because it could not. Here, without any investigation of the evidence, a historical judgment has been made on the basis of a prior faith commitment that miracles cannot happen. In such instances, people’s use of the language and categories of historical investigation has resulted in the conclusion that the discipline’s inability to deal with events outside their own uniform experience of reality has now determined what could or could not have happened in real life.

Several attempts have been made to coin another name to describe a method of historical research which is equally concerned with interpreting events in their historical context but is open to the supernatural. One of the names suggested is grammatico-historical method. Other suggestions have been historical-theological method and biblical-historical method. These suggestions view the term critical as the villain that denies the supernatural. Yet the term critical is not so much concerned with a judgment concerning the possibility of the supernatural occurring in history as with the care, exactness and analytical nature of such investigation. It is the term historical and the baggage associated with it that causes the problem. For many scholars this term implies that history is closed to the supernatural and that the historical-critical method must assume this. Thus the “offensive” term that needs removing is historical. Since, however, scholars who maintain an openness to the supernatural also use historical-critical method as an expression to describe their methodology, we must recognize that this expression means different things for different people. Consequently it may be best to retain this expression and define exactly what one means by it.

In light of the importance of presuppositions about the supernatural on the outcome of one’s work, authors should make clear from the start the position they take on this matter. It is misleading to say that “due to their investigation of the accounts” authors conclude that Jesus was not born of a virgin, that the miracles are later myths created by the church, that the faith of the early church gave rise to the accounts of the resurrection and not the other way around, and so on. All these conclusions were predetermined before any investigation began. It should come as no surprise that when one starts with the view that miracles cannot happen, the conclusion is that the miracles investigated did not happen.




Conclusion

The issue of whether the miracles associated with the life of Jesus truly occurred in history should not be resolved on the basis of an arbitrary decision that eliminates God from acting in history. On the contrary, whether Jesus worked miracles should be decided on the basis of the evidence. A more “liberal” approach to the life of Jesus, which does not predetermine the results, is to be open to the possibility that the miracles attributed to Jesus in the Gospels really did take place in history. Whether they did or not should be decided by the evidence.

For the evangelical Christian such evidence is strong: the nature of the written accounts in which these miracles are found (over the centuries the Christian church has seen the Gospels as different from other books, as inspired Scripture); the fact that the miracles occurred in public, were acknowledged by Jesus’ opponents and were performed over a period of time and in a variety of circumstances; the character of the eyewitnesses, whose veracity is seldom denied. The miracle traditions are found in all the Gospel strata (Mark, Q, M, L and John) and in a multitude of different literary forms (sayings, miracle stories, summaries, controversy stories, stories about Jesus and the passion narrative). As a result, the evidence in favor of certain miracles, such as the resurrection, is weighty and convincing indeed.

A study of the life of Jesus that excludes the miraculous is destined from the start to produce a Jesus who is an aberration. He will be a stranger both to his opponents, who acknowledged his miracles (compare Mk 3:22; b. Sanhedrin 43a), and to his followers, who will no longer be able to identify him as the object of their faith. There is a certain wholeness about the Jesus who preached the arrival of the kingdom of God, who ate with tax collectors and sinners, who healed the sick and raised the dead, who died sacrificially on the cross and rose triumphantly from the dead. This wholeness produces an overall portrayal of Jesus of Nazareth that is convincing to a sympathetic reader of the Gospels. Attempts to strip the supernatural from Jesus’ life can only produce a Jesus so radically different that he is unrecognizable and his impact on history unexplainable.
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Where Can We Go?
Sources for Studying the Life of Jesus

 


HAVING ESTABLISHED THE METHODOLOGY FOR STUDYING THE LIFE of Jesus (an openness to the supernatural), we must now delimit the sources that are available for such a study. The primary sources can be divided into the following categories: non-Christian sources, which subdivide into pagan and Jewish; and Christian sources, which divide into extrabiblical and biblical. 


Non-Christian Sources

Pagan sources. The term pagan is traditionally used to define those sources whose origin is neither Jewish nor Christian. It does not carry any moral connotation but simply designates those early Greek and Roman authors who refer to Jesus but who are not part of the Judeo-Christian tradition. The number of such authors is few and for the most part late. That is not surprising, for one would not expect such writers to refer to a small and, in their eyes, insignificant sect and its founder. As time passed, however, and the members and influence of the Christian movement grew, greater attention was paid them. Thus at the beginning of the second century pagan writers begin to refer to Christians and their founder, Jesus of Nazareth. The main pagan sources available for studying the life of Jesus are Pliny the Younger, Tacitus and Suetonius; sources of less importance are Mara bar Serapion and Julius Africanus.

1. Pliny the Younger Epistles 10.96. The name Pliny “the Younger” (c. A.D. 62-113) distinguishes this writer from his more famous uncle, Pliny the Elder, who earlier wrote his great work Natural History. As governor of the Roman province of Bithynia, Pliny the Younger wrote this letter (c. 112) to the emperor Trajan concerning the trial of Christians under his jurisdiction. He mentions that he allowed opportunity for these Christians to abandon their faith by calling upon the pagan gods, showing reverence to the emperor’s image and cursing Christ, and he released those who did so. His reason for doing this, he explains, was that he had been informed that those who are really Christians cannot be forced to do any of these acts. Those, however, who were obstinate and stubborn he put to death unless they were Roman citizens. The latter he sent to Rome (compare Acts 25—28). From his questioning of Christians Pliny learned that

they were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day before it was light [Sunday], when they sang in alternate verses a hymn to Christ, as to a god, and bound themselves by a solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds, but never to commit any fraud, theft or adultery, never to falsify their word, nor deny a trust when they should be called upon to deliver it up; after which it was their custom to separate, and then reassemble to partake of food—but food of an ordinary and innocent kind.


2. Tacitus Annals 15.44. Tacitus was a Roman historian (c. A.D. 60-120) who wrote a history of the Roman Empire that covered the years A.D. 14-68. We are missing some of the books that make up the Annals, and unfortunately one of the gaps occurs between the years 29 and 32. Thus the most important years with respect to the life of Jesus are missing. Jesus, however, is mentioned by Tacitus in his reference to the burning of Rome (A.D. 64) during the reign of Nero. He writes that, in order to squelch the rumor that it was Nero himself who had ordered the fire that ravaged Rome, the emperor placed the blame on the Christians and persecuted them. In the midst of describing Nero’s murder and torture of Christians, Tacitus states (c. 115),

Christus, the founder of the name, had undergone the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius, by sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilatus, and the pernicious superstition was checked for a moment, only to break out once more, not merely in Judaea, the home of the disease, but in the capital itself, where all things horrible or shameful in the world collect and find a vogue.


3. Suetonius Life of Claudius 25.4. About A.D. 120 the Roman historian Suetonius (c. A.D. 75-160) compiled a series of biographies of the first twelve emperors, beginning with Julius Caesar. In the section titled Lives of the Twelve Caesars, in which he discusses the emperor Claudius, he states, “Since the Jews constantly made disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled them from Rome.” Most historians believe that Suetonius has both misspelled the name “Chrestus” and misunderstood the event. The man involved was not “Chrestus” (a common misspelling) but “Christus,” and the disturbance was not caused by “Christus” directly but was over “Jesus Christus.” Apparently during the reign of Claudius, Christian and non-Christian Jews were involved in a riot over the preaching of the gospel (compare Acts 13:49-51; 14:19-20). If this is how Suetonius’s account should be understood, it agrees with what Luke says in Acts 18:2: “There [Paul] found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had ordered all Jews to leave Rome.”

4. Mara bar Serapion. In a seventh-century Syriac manuscript found in the British Museum is preserved a letter dating from the second or third century written by a man named Mara ben Serapion to his son. He refers to the martyrdom of Socrates, Pythagoras and Christ. The Athenians experienced famine and judgment for putting Socrates to death. The people of Samos were overwhelmed by the sea for burning Pythagoras. The Jews in “executing their wise King” were “ruined and driven from their land [and now] live in complete dispersion. . . . Nor did the wise King die for good; he lived on in the teaching which he had given” (Bruce, Jesus and Christian Origins Outside the New Testament, p. 31).

5. Julius Africanus Chronology 18. In this work written in the early part of the third century, the author refers to the time of Jesus’ crucifixion:

This darkness Thallus, in the third book of his History, calls, as appears to me without reason, an eclipse of the sun. For the Hebrews celebrate the passover on the 14th day according to the moon, and the passion of our Saviour falls on the day before the passover; but an eclipse of the sun takes place only when the moon comes under the sun. (The Ante-Nicene Fathers)


Pagan sources for the life of Jesus are few in number and secondary in nature. Rather than providing eyewitness accounts or reports, these sources give information that has been acquired from contact with Christians at least two or three generations removed from the actual events. Thus they are more valuable for studying the history of the early church than the life of Jesus.

Two other accounts worth mentioning in this regard are Against Celsus by Origen and The Passing of Peregrinus by Lucian of Samosata. Origen defends Christianity against the attacks of Celsus, and Lucian ridicules Christianity by telling of the huckster Peregrinus, who feigned conversion in order to reap benefits from naive and sympathetic Christians. In both works mention is made of the life of Jesus, but as in the case of Pliny and Suetonius this information is obtained secondhand from Christians removed by some time from the actual events.

In the case of Tacitus, however, his information concerning Jesus’ being sentenced and put to death by Pontius Pilate during the reign of Tiberius may be based on the official records in Rome. Regular dispatches were sent to Rome from the provinces reporting major events that had taken place. It is possible that a report of Jesus’ trial and crucifixion could have been sent to Rome. (Justin Martyr in his First Apology 35.7-9 and 48.3 states that the crucifixion of Jesus is recorded in the official Roman records entitled the “Acts of Pilate.” The apocryphal nature of the Acts of Pilate, however, disallows our taking this claim too seriously.)

Jewish sources. Among Jewish writers the two main sources of information concerning the life of Jesus are Josephus and the rabbinic writings.

1. Josephus The Antiquities of the Jewish People (18.3.3 [18.63-64] and 20.9.1 [20.200-203]). Joseph the son of Matthias was born into a priestly family in A.D. 37. Precocious as a child, he studied the beliefs of all the main Jewish sects and later became a Pharisee. During the Jewish revolt against Rome, he was placed in charge of the defense of Galilee despite his being only twenty-nine years of age. In Galilee he prepared the defenses and raised up troops for the inevitable Roman attack. By 67 the only Jewish fortress left in Galilee was Jotapata. After a forty-seven-day siege it also fell, and Josephus fled the city. Hiding in a cave with some forty other Jews, he was discovered. Although the group decided on suicide as the honorable thing to do, Josephus escaped the mass suicide by trickery. He and the only other survivor then surrendered to the Romans (War 3.8-9 [3.392-403]).

Upon being brought before Vespasian, the Roman general, Josephus greeted him as “Caesar” and predicted that both he and his son, Titus, would become emperors of Rome. Nero was succeeded in A.D. 68 by Galba, Otho and Vitellius, whose combined reigns lasted a little more than a year. Because of the chaos in Rome, Vespasian’s legions proclaimed him emperor, and he and his son after him became emperors of Rome. Thus Josephus experienced a radical change in fortune. He was freed, became a ward of the court and was renamed Flavius (after the family name of Vespasian and Titus) Josephus. During the siege of Jerusalem, Josephus served Titus as a translator and interpreter and became an apologist for Rome.

After the war Josephus went with Titus to Rome and there wrote various works. His two most famous are The History of the Jewish War (c. 77) and the even more important The Antiquities of the Jews (c. 93). (He also wrote The Life of Josephus, a defense of his behavior during the Jewish revolt, and Against Apion, a defense of the Jewish religion.) Within the Antiquities are two important references to Jesus. The most famous is called the “Testimonium Flavianum”:

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 the highest standing amongst 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 the third day he appeared to them restored to life, for the prophets of God had prophesied these and countless other marvellous things about him. And the tribe of Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared. (18.3.3 [18.63-64])


At first glance this testimony to Jesus is most impressive. Upon reflection, however, numerous questions arise. Only one other reference to Jesus occurs in this massive work, when Josephus introduces James just prior to James’s martyrdom in A.D. 62:

Possessed of such a character, Ananus [the high priest] thought that he had a favourable opportunity because Festus was dead and Albinus was still on the way. [Festus and Albinus were Roman governors.] And so he convened the judges of the Sanhedrin and brought before them a man named James, the brother of Jesus who was called the Christ, and certain others. (20.9.1 [20.200-203])


This latter reference to Jesus raises the question whether an author who refers affirmatively to Jesus’ being the Messiah and rising from the dead would now refer to him as the “Jesus who was called the Christ.”

Other problems also rise. We know from Origen (Contra Celsum 1.47) that Josephus was not a Christian. If that is true, why do we find here so strong a witness to Jesus’ being the Messiah and rising from the dead? It is also interesting to note that the early church fathers do not quote the Testimonium Flavianum in their apologetic works. That would be strange if they knew that the famous historian Josephus had written so powerful an endorsement of Jesus and affirmed his resurrection. The earliest Christian writer to refer to the Testimonium is Eusebius in the fourth century.

Another problem with the authenticity of this passage is that it breaks the continuity of Josephus’s argument. The previous narrative ends with the words “Thus ended the uprising.” The following passage begins, “About this same time another outrage threw the Jews into an uproar.” Thus, whereas the omission of the Testimonium permits the passage to read smoothly, its presence breaks the continuity and makes one wonder if the testimony is a foreign insertion. Despite the fact that all the oldest Greek manuscripts (eleventh century) of the Antiquities contain this witness to Jesus, its authenticity is greatly disputed.

Three positions are possible with respect to the Testimonium Flavianum. One is to accept it at face value as written by Josephus. If true, we have a most important historical reference to Jesus by a Jewish historian of the first century. Few scholars, however, hold this view. A second alternative is to view it as a foreign insertion by a Christian scribe who placed this testimony to Jesus upon the pen of Josephus. The third alternative is to see the present, positive form of the testimony as being an emended version of an earlier, negative or neutral statement by Josephus.

The fact that the works of Josephus were preserved and copied primarily by Christians lends support to the last two positions, but scholars are divided between them. The majority of scholars are united in rejecting the present form of the Testimonium Flavianum as authentic. Those who hold the second view reject it entirely as a legitimate source for the study of the life of Jesus.

2. The rabbinic writings. The most important rabbinic writing is the Talmud. It contains two parts: the Mishna and the Gemara. The Mishna consists of the oral traditions that circulated in Judaism from about 200 B.C. to A.D. 200 (compare Mk 7:1-13). They were, according to tradition, written down in Hebrew by Rabbi Judah. (Additional traditions, which did not find their way into the Mishna, were later incorporated into a work called the Tosefta.) Around these traditions arose various commentaries called Gemara, which were written in Aramaic. Together the Mishna and Gemara make up the Talmud.

The Gemara, which arose in Palestine, was combined with the Mishna sometime between A.D. 350 and 400 and make up what is known as the Palestinian (or Jerusalem) Talmud (PT). In Babylon a Gemara was added to the Mishna approximately A.D. 500. Together they make up the better-known and much larger Babylonian Talmud (BT). The Talmud consists of sixty-three “Tractates” arranged in six “Orders.” The main problem involved in evaluating the Talmudic materials is to separate later accretions from the earlier materials. All too often it appears that the Talmudic materials witness not to what actually took place in a previous period but to an idealized rendering of how things should have taken place if the later rabbinic understanding of the law had been in force.

The Talmud contains several references to Jesus. The most famous is found in b. Sanhedrin 43a (BT):

On the eve of the Passover Yeshu was hanged. For forty days before the execution took place, a herald went forth and cried, “He is going forth to be stoned because he has practised sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Any one who can say anything in his favour, let him come forward and plead on his behalf.” But since nothing was brought forward in his favour he was hanged on the eve of the Passover!—Ulla retorted: Do you suppose that he was one for whom a defence could be made? Was he not a Mesith [enticer], concerning whom Scripture says, Neither shalt thou spare, neither shalt thou conceal him? With Yeshu however it was different, for he was connected with the government [or royalty, i.e., influential]. Our Rabbis taught: Yeshu had five disciples, Matthai, Nakai, Nezer, Buni, and Todah.


We find a number of parallels between this tradition and the Gospel accounts. Jesus’ death is associated with the Passover and occurs on the eve of the Passover (compare Jn 19:31). Indirectly his miracle-working activity is witnessed to by the claim that he worked sorcery (compare Mk 3:22, where Jesus’ miracles are attributed to a demonic source). He is accused of apostasy, and although the penalty for this is “stoning,” Jesus was not stoned but “hanged,” that is, crucified. No mention is made of the Roman part in the trial of Jesus. But that is not surprising in that the concern of the Mishna is to explain the Jewish law, and in this respect the role of Rome was irrelevant. There is present an acknowledgment that the leadership of Israel was involved in Jesus’ death. Mention is made of Jesus’ having had disciples, but only five are listed, and their names do not make a great deal of sense (Matthai = Matthew; Nakai = Nicodemus?; Nezer = Nazarene?; Buni = Boanerges, the Sons of Thunder?; Todah = Thaddaeus?).

The question must be raised whether this material comes from oral traditions of those who were themselves eyewitnesses of the trial or who had access to eyewitness reports of what took place. If so, these traditions would be extremely valuable. Most of the material, however, arose from later Jewish-Christian debates and appears to be apologetic in nature. For instance, the statement that for forty days a search was made for witnesses on Jesus’ behalf looks like an apologetic on the part of rabbinic Judaism against the Christian claim that Jesus did not receive a fair trial. Thus we find that whereas this material is most helpful in the investigation of Judaism and the early church during the second through fifth centuries, it is less valuable for the study of the life of Jesus.

Several other references in the Talmud have been seen as referring to Jesus. But they are for the most part problematic in that they do not mention Jesus directly. The Jewish avoidance of using the name of heretics could explain this. The following passages may be counterapologetics to the Christian claim of the virginal conception:


Balaam also the son of Beor, the soothsayer, [did the children of Israel slay with the sword]. A soothsayer? But he was a prophet!—R. Johanan said: At first he was a prophet, but subsequently a soothsayer. R. Papa observed: This is what men say, “She who was the descendant of princes and governors, played the harlot with carpenters.” (b. Sanhedrin 106a; compare also 106b)

Said R. Simeon B. ’Azzai: I found a roll of genealogical records in Jerusalem, and therein was written, “so-and-so is a bastard [having been born] from [a forbidden union with] a married woman,” which confirms the view of R. Joshua. (b. Yebamot 49a)



This also brings to mind the claim of a man named Celsus as recorded in Origen (c. 248): “Let us return, however, to the words put into the mouth of the Jew, where the mother of Jesus is described as having been turned out by the carpenter who was betrothed to her, as she had been convicted of adultery and had a child by a certain soldier named Panthera” (Contra Celsum 1.32). It is evident that this reference is an apologetic by the neo-Platonist Celsus against the Christian claim that Mary, the mother of Jesus, was a virgin when she conceived him. There may even be a pun here. Whereas Christians claimed that Jesus was conceived and born of a virgin (parthenos, the Greek term for virgin), opponents said, “No, not of a parthenos but of Panthera.” By a simple reversal of the r and n they “discovered” the real father of Jesus and argued that Jesus was illegitimate.

The references given above from the Tractates Sanhedrin and Yebamot may very well represent a similar attack on the Christian claim. Several arguments favor this interpretation. For one, although the name of the woman and child are not given, it is assumed that people would know to whom these sayings referred. Jesus would certainly have been a prime candidate in people’s minds. Second, the reference to a carpenter fits well the fact that Joseph and Jesus were carpenters, even though it is not the husband of Mary but the adulterer who is so described. It may also be that the reference to Mary’s being a descendant of princes and governors may be an allusion to the Gospel genealogies in which we find such royal figures as David, Solomon and Zerubbabel (Mt 1:1-17; Lk 3:23-37). It has also been argued that the name Balaam was seen by Jews as a type for Jesus. If so, the above passages are probably references to Jesus created as counterpropaganda against Christian claims. They are, however, secondary in nature and the result of later Jewish-Christian debate rather than contemporary, eyewitness reports.

Several passages dealing with the treatment of heresy have also been suggested as possible allusions to Jesus even though his name is not present.

□ b. Berakot 17b: “May our company not be like that of Elisha, from which issued Gehazi. In our broad places: may we produce no son or pupil who disgraces himself in public.” One manuscript (M) adds to the end of this saying “like the Nazarene.”

□ b. Sanhedrin 103a: “Another interpretation: ‘There shall no evil befall thee’—thou wilt not be affrighted by nightmares and dread thoughts; ‘neither shall any plague come nigh thy dwelling’—thou will not have a son or a disciple who publicly burns his food.” The expression “to burn food” refers to accepting or propounding heresy.

Other possible allusions to Jesus or his teachings may be found in b. Šabbat 116b (a possible reference to Mt 5:17) and b. Sanhedrin 107b, where one manuscript tradition refers to “Jesus the Nazarene [who] practised magic and led Israel astray.”

The key question that arises involves the origin of these rabbinic references. The value of these passages would be greatly enhanced if they originated from contemporaries of Jesus who were eyewitnesses of the events they were reporting. This would be true even though they presented the side of Jesus’ opponents. On several occasions, however, aspects of these accounts seem to be due less to eyewitness reports than to later Jewish interaction with the teachings and claims of the early church. This is especially true with respect to such matters as the claim that a forty-day search for witnesses on Jesus’ behalf preceded his trial and, if the accounts refer to Jesus, to his birth being due not to a virginal conception but to adultery on the part of his mother. As a result, the rabbinic materials are primarily valuable for providing information concerning second-, third- and fourth-century Judaism, and even here they must be read critically. Like the pagan sources, however, they provide little information for the historian seeking to construct a life of Jesus.




Christian Sources

Extrabiblical sources. It is evident that not everything Jesus said or did is recorded in the four canonical Gospels. This is explicitly stated in John 21:25: “But there are also many other things that Jesus did; if every one of them were written down, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.” It is probable that traditions concerning Jesus were remembered and were passed on orally even after the Gospels were written. Some of these may later have been recorded. Papias, an early church father, stated (c. 130) that he actually preferred to investigate some of these oral traditions.

For unlike most I did not rejoice in them who say much, but in them who teach the truth, nor in them who recount the commandments of others, but in them who repeated those given to the faith by the Lord and derived from truth itself; but if ever anyone came who had followed the presbyters, I inquired into the words of the presbyters, what Andrew or Peter or Philip or Thomas or James or John or Matthew, or any other of the Lord’s disciples, had said, and what Aristion and the presbyter John, the Lord’s disciples, were saying. For I did not suppose that information from books would help me so much as the word of a living and surviving voice. (quoted in Eusebius Eccl. Hist. 3.39.4)


Where can one go to find such traditions? The main possibilities are (1) the apocryphal Gospels, especially the Gospel of Thomas, (2) various hypothetical manuscripts such as Q, the Secret Gospel of Mark and a “Cross Gospel,” (3) quotations found in the early church fathers and (4) textual variants found in various Gospel manuscripts.

During the middle of the second century a number of works began to appear called apocryphal Gospels. Many of them claim, falsely to be sure, apostolic authorship and bear such names as Infancy Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Peter, Gospel of Nicodemus, Gospel of Philip, Gospel of Barnabas, Gospel of Mary, Gospel of Thomas and Gospel of the Twelve Apostles. Some bear such names as Gospel of Truth, Gospel of the Ebionites, Gospel of the Egyptians, Gospel of the Hebrews, Gospel of the Nazareans, Protevangelium of James and Secret Gospel of Mark. Others even bear the names of heretics: Gospel of Cerinthus, Gospel of Basilides, Gospel of Marcion, Gospel of Apelles, Gospel of Mani and so on. We also possess papyrus fragments of other apocryphal-like Gospels.

In character these works range from orthodox to semiorthodox, from heterodox to heretical in nature. Some we possess in complete form; others are fragmentary in nature; some are known only because they are mentioned in other works. The value of these works for the study of the early church in the second through fourth centuries is evident, but their value for the study of the life of Jesus is debated. Some works, such as the Gospel of Truth (which is little more than a Gnostic theological treatise of the second century), are of no real value:

The gospel of truth is joy for those who have received from the Father of truth the grace of knowing him, through the power of the Word that came forth from the pleroma, the one who is in the thought and the mind of the Father, that is, the one who is addressed as the Savior, (that) being the name of the work he is to perform for the redemption of those who were ignorant of the Father, while in the name [of] the gospel is the proclamation of hope, being discovery for those who search for him. (1.3; The Nag Hammadi Library in English [San Francisco: Harper, 1988])


Some works are imaginary stories by orthodox Christians about periods of Jesus’ life not discussed in the canonical Gospels. A well-known example is found in the Infancy Gospel of Thomas:

When this boy Jesus was five years old he was playing at the crossing of a stream, and he gathered together into pools the running water, and instantly made it clean, and gave his command with a single word. Having made soft clay he moulded from it twelve sparrows. And it was the sabbath when he did these things. And there were also many other children playing with him. When a certain Jew saw what Jesus was doing while playing on the sabbath, he at once went and told his father Joseph, “See, your child is at the stream, and he took clay and moulded twelve birds and has profaned the sabbath.” And when Joseph came to the place and looked, he cried out to him, saying, “Why do you do on the sabbath things which it is not lawful to do?” But Jesus clapped his hands and cried out to the sparrows and said to them, “Be gone!” And the sparrows took flight and went away chirping. The Jews were amazed when they saw this, and went away and told their leaders what they had seen Jesus do. (2.1-5; ANT, pp. 75-76)


The Infancy Gospel of Thomas goes on to tell how a Jewish boy fell down dead when he broke up the pool of water that Jesus had made. Another boy who ran and accidentally knocked into Jesus also fell down dead. It is easy to see that these stories lack any historical basis in Jesus’ life. John 2:11 explicitly states that the wedding miracle at Cana was Jesus’ first sign, or miracle. No doubt what we have here is the reading back into Jesus’ childhood what pious (or impious) Christians thought the Son of God must have been like during his early years.

Of the apocryphal Gospels, the Gospel of Thomas stands out above all others in importance. This Coptic work was discovered in 1945 among the numerous manuscripts found at Nag Hammadi in Egypt. Some Greek papyri fragments (Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 1, 654, 655) discovered earlier in 1897 and 1904 now appear to be parts of three different copies of this work. The date of the Gospel of Thomas is greatly debated. Some have argued that its original form dates to the middle of the first century and is earlier than any of the canonical Gospels. The present Coptic manuscript dates to c. 400, whereas the Greek papyri fragments date to c. 200. The present form probably is to be dated c. 150, although it contains sayings that go back to the first century. Whether there was an earlier written form of this gospel is a matter of debate.

The Gospel of Thomas consists of a collection of 114 sayings. Some of them repeat almost verbatim the sayings found in our Gospels; some are similar to our Gospel sayings but have an interesting twist or addition. Others are quite strange and betray a clear Gnostic bent:


Jesus said: If they say to you, Whence have you come? say to them, We have come from the light, (from) the place where the light came into existence through itself alone; it has . . . and it has revealed itself in their image. (50)

His disciples [mathētēs] said to him: Twenty-four prophets [prophētēs] spoke in Israel and all of them spoke concerning [literally, in] you. He said to them: You have forsaken the Living One who is in your presence and have spoken about the dead. (52)

Jesus said: I am the light which is over everything. I am the All; the All came forth from me and the All has reached to me. Split the wood; I am there. Lift up the stone, and you will find me there. (77)

Jesus said: The images [eikōn] are manifest to man, and the light which is within them is hidden in the image [eikōn] of the light of the Father. He will be revealed, and his image [eikōn] is concealed by his light. Jesus said: The days (when) you see your likeness, you rejoice. But when [hotan de] you see your images [eikōn] which came into being before you—which neither [oute] die nor [oute] are manifested—how much will you bear! (83-84)



Other sayings are not necessarily Gnostic but are nonetheless strange.


The disciples [mathētēs] said to Jesus: We know that you will go away from us. Who is it that will (then) be great over us? Jesus said to them: In the place to which you have come, you will go to James the Just [dikaios], for whose sake heaven and earth came into existence. (12)

Jesus said: The kingdom is like a shepherd who had a hundred sheep. One of them went astray; it was the largest. He left the ninety-nine (and) sought for the one until he found it. After he had exerted himself, he said to the sheep, I love you more than [para] the ninety-nine. (107)



What makes the Gospel of Thomas valuable, however, are the sayings that are similar or nearly identical to those in the four Gospels. Most scholars do not believe that these sayings were obtained from the canonical Gospels but come from separate traditions, either oral or written. If so, we have in these places an independent witness to the Gospel traditions. In those instances, when it sides with the form of one Gospel saying over against another, it gives support in favor of the authenticity of the one with which it agrees.

An example is found in the parable of the Great Supper. In Luke’s form of the parable (Lk 14:15-24) the servants are sent out twice to seek replacement guests, and in so doing the Evangelist alludes to the Gentile mission of his day. But in both Matthew’s form (Mt 22:1-14) and the Gospel of Thomas (64) there is only a single sending out of servants to seek replacement guests. This suggests that the second sending out is Luke’s addition. Other sayings in the Gospel of Thomas that are similar to those in our Gospels are numbers 26, 31 and 47:


Jesus said: You see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but [de] you do not see the log which is in your own eye. When [hotan] you take the log out of your own eye, then [tote] you will see to take out the speck from your brother’s eye. (26)

Jesus said: No prophet [prophētēs] is acceptable in his village; no physician works cures [therapeuein] on those who know him. (31)

Jesus said: It is impossible for a man to ride two horses (and) to stretch two bows, and it is impossible for a servant to serve two masters; either [ē] he will honor [timan] the one and despise [hybrizein] the other. (47)



Recently extravagant claims have been made with respect to the historical value of three hypothetical documents: Q, a Cross Gospel and the Secret Gospel of Mark. Q is a hypothetical reconstruction of a source used by Matthew and Luke (a compilation of the common material found in Matthew and Luke but not in Mark). The existence of Q is based on the view that Mark was the first written Gospel and that Matthew and Luke made use of Mark in the writing of their Gospels. This is the assumption of most New Testament scholars. If so, the next question is why there is so much common material in these two Gospels (about 235 verses) not found in Mark. Where did this material come from if not from Mark? Closely related to this is the question of whether Luke and Matthew knew each other—did Luke make use of Matthew when he wrote his Gospel or vice versa? There are numerous reasons for concluding that Matthew and Luke did not know each other. Thus Matthew and Luke must have used a common source besides Mark. (Probably the designation “Q” comes from the first letter of the German word Quelle, which means “source.”) This is the belief of most New Testament scholars.

Some remarkably imaginary reconstructions and conclusions are based on this theory. Up to three separate editions in the history of Q have been suggested, and the kind of community that gave birth to this source and the struggles that caused the new editions are confidently described. All one needs to do, however, is to note the probability of all this being true to realize that it is clearly building a foundation on sandy soil. Notice the presuppositions:

1. Mark was the first Gospel written (quite probable, but a theory, not an axiom or proof).

2. Matthew and Luke did not know each other (probable, but again a theory, not an axiom or proof).

3. Q was written (more questionable in that a common oral tradition could explain many of the agreements between Matthew and Luke).

4. Q was a single written document (more questionable still in that the order of the material in Matthew and Luke do not demonstrate their having used a single written document).

5. Q reveals the basic theology of a particular community that created this document (highly questionable). Most literature is the product of individuals. Does Luke reveal the theology of a Lukan community or of Luke the author? Does Mark reveal the theology of a community or of Mark the author? Does Galatians reveal the theology of the Galatian church or of Paul, who wanted to change the theology of the Galatian church to his? Can we assume that the recipients or creators of a New Testament work believed only what is contained in that work? If so, the Pauline churches believed very little about the historical Jesus, as did the church represented in Hebrews, 1 and 2 Peter, James and 1, 2 and 3 John.

6. Even if we believe that we can determine the final form of Q used by Matthew and Luke, assuming that Q was a single written document, it is incredible to think that we could arrive at the form of an earlier edition.

7. It is even more incredible to think that we could reconstruct the form of the earliest edition of this hypothetical work.

8. Finally, to assume that we could then determine the struggles that supposedly led to these new editions is simply impossible.

The probability of the last presupposition being true is the probability of all these presuppositions multiplied together. In other words, if the probability of the first five hypotheses were (1) 90 percent, (2) 80 percent, (3) 60 percent, (4) 50 percent, (5) 40 percent, the possibility of the fifth being true is .90 × .80 × .60 × .50 × .40, or a little more than 8 percent! Some of the hypothetical percentages given above are generous, and we have not even multiplied into our equation the small likelihood of the sixth, seventh and eighth presuppositions. It becomes evident that historical research has switched to the writing of fiction in such a procedure.

The existence of the Cross Gospel and the Secret Gospel of Mark is even more debatable. The Cross Gospel is a hypothetical work reconstructed from a late second-century apocryphal Gospel called the Gospel of Peter. The so-called Secret Gospel of Mark was discovered in 1958 by Morton Smith, but it was not published by him until 1973. The text claims to be a letter of Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-215). It is contained in a handwritten note found in a seventeenth-century edition of the works of Ignatius of Antioch at the monastery of Mar Saba, located between Bethlehem and the Dead Sea. This addition was written by an eighteenth-century hand on the last three pages of this printed work of Ignatius. No one has seen the original manuscript except for Morton Smith, who produced photographs of the material. Whether the handwritten material is a forgery or actually a letter written by Clement of Alexandria is debated. According to some scholars, who assume that this material is an actual fragment of an authentic letter of Clement, this letter contains material from a Secret Gospel of Mark that predates the Mark in our Bible and was actually the basis for an early form of a Mark-like Gospel. This Mark-like Gospel was made into a heretical Carpocratian version of Mark, which was then reworked into our Mark. To build such a complicated system upon an eighteenth-century addition to a printed work that no one but the discoverer has actually seen is building a great deal on an exceptionally weak foundation. Furthermore, several scholars have argued convincingly that the material in the Secret Gospel is not the basis of the material in our canonical Mark. On the contrary, it presupposes Mark.

The argument for a Cross Gospel is even less convincing. Those who hold this view argue that behind the later second-century Gospel of Peter stands a Cross Gospel, which is the sole source for the passion narrative in our Gospels. This Cross Gospel was written in the middle of the first century and was Mark’s only source for the passion narrative. Mark’s account was then used by Matthew, Luke and John, who also knew the Cross Gospel. However, as in the case of the Secret Gospel of Mark, the Cross Gospel has been shown to bear telltale marks of dependence on the canonical Gospels. Thus it provides no independent access to early traditions about the Jesus of history.

Our survey of the noncanonical Christian sources ultimately turns out to be rather negative. This is evident to anyone who reads the apocryphal Gospels. Not only were they written significantly later, but they almost always witness to views and situations far removed from the first-century Israel of Jesus of Nazareth. Only in the Gospel of Thomas do we find possible help in understanding the historical Jesus. Even this work, however, is permeated with second-century Gnostic ideas and teachings. Nevertheless, it may bear witness at times to some first-century traditions concerning the teachings of Jesus.

If these traditions were not dependent on our canonical Gospels—and this is quite possible—they can serve at times to support the authenticity of the material found in one canonical Gospel over another. If we, for instance, have two versions of a saying or parable in Matthew and Luke, the witness of the Gospel of Thomas in favor of one of these versions supports the authenticity of that version. There are serious problems, however, in arguing that a saying found only in the Gospel of Thomas is authentic.

Biblical sources: Acts through Revelation. Within the New Testament, if we exclude the Gospels, we find less information about Jesus of Nazareth than we might expect. For the most part we learn several things regarding his birth, his character, events in his life, his crucifixion and his teachings.

Concerning his birth: he was a descendant of David (Rom 1:3); he was raised as a Jew under the law (Gal 4:4); he was truly a man (that is, there was a real incarnation; 1 Jn 1:1-3; 4:1-3); he was poor (2 Cor 8:9). Although this last verse refers primarily to Jesus’ kenosis (his self-emptying in becoming a man), it probably also refers to his economic status as a child.

Concerning his character: he was gentle and meek (2 Cor 10:1); he was righteous (1 Pet 3:18; compare Acts 7:52); he was sinless (2 Cor 5:21; Heb 4:15; 1 Pet 2:22); he was humble (Phil 2:6-8); he was tempted (Heb 2:18; 4:15).

Concerning certain events in his life: the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor 11:23-26), the transfiguration (2 Pet 1:16-18), a possible reference to Gethsemane (Heb 5:7).

Concerning his crucifixion: he experienced hostility (Heb 12:3; Rom 15:3); he was betrayed (1 Cor 11:23; compare Acts 1:15-20); the Jews present at his trial chose Barabbas over him (Acts 3:14); the Jewish leadership bore responsibility in his crucifixion (1 Thess 2:14-15; Acts 2:23, 36; 7:52); he suffered without resisting (1 Pet 2:21-23); he was crucified (for example, 1 Cor 1:23); he rose from the dead (for example, 1 Cor 15); he ascended into heaven (Acts 1:9-11; Eph 4:8-10).

Concerning certain of his teachings: compare Romans 12:14 with Matthew 5:44; Romans 12:17 with Matthew 5:39; Romans 13:7 with Mark 12:17; Romans 13:8-10 with Mark 12:31; Romans 14:10 with Matthew 7:1.

Apart from the Gospels we would be entirely ignorant about many things: the birth of Jesus, his baptism, his ministry to the outcasts, the events of Caesarea Philippi, the events surrounding his trial and crucifixion, his miracles, such teachings as his parables, the beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer. It is clear that the writers of Acts through Revelation did not intend to supply their readers with information about Jesus of Nazareth. They all probably assumed, as Luke did with respect to the readers of Luke-Acts, that they already possessed such information (compare Lk 1:4).

Another source of information concerning the life of Christ is the agrapha. The term agrapha combines grapha, which means “writings,” and a. The negating effect of a can be seen in such words as theistic (atheistic), moral (amoral) and typical (atypical). In Gospel studies this expression refers to the unwritten sayings of Jesus—authentic sayings of Jesus not found in the canonical Gospels. Sayings of the risen Christ (Rev 1:8, 11, 17—3:22; compare Acts 9:4-6, 11-12, 15-16) are excluded. This material has been sought in several places: the New Testament apart from the Gospels (Acts 20:35; Rom 14:14; 1 Cor 7:10; 9:14; 11:23-26; 1 Thess 4:15-17[?]), manuscript variants of the Gospels (Lk 6:5 in Codex D; Jn 7:53—8:11), the apocryphal Gospels, especially the Gospel of Thomas, writings of the early church fathers (see, for example, the supposed letter of Jesus to King Abgar in Eusebius Eccl. Hist. 1.13.4-10) and such miscellaneous sources as the Talmud and even the Qur’an.

It is difficult to demonstrate that an alleged agrapha in a work such as the Gospel of Thomas was actually said by Jesus. For example, is Gospel of Thomas 19 (“Jesus said: Blessed is he who was before he became . . . ”) an agrapha? It is highly improbable, for it is too unlike what we find in the Gospels and too much like what we find in second-century Gnosticism. What about Gospel of Thomas 47: “Jesus said: It is impossible for a person to ride two horses (and) to stretch two bows, and it is impossible for a servant to serve two masters; either he will honor the one and despise the other . . . ”? The latter part of this saying agrees with what we find in Matthew 6:24 and Luke 16:13, and many would therefore be comfortable with accepting it. But what about the first part? It does not conflict with what we believe Jesus said elsewhere, but is it authentic? Perhaps. What about “Jesus said: It is impossible for a man to ride two chariots and it is impossible for a man to ride two motorcycles”? Clearly the latter is not authentic because it is anachronistic—it conflicts with what we know of the times of Jesus. But what about the former? It would fit, but it was created by the present author. No doubt the reader could also create similar sayings that would fit the day and age of Jesus and the general tenor of his teachings.

The problem with the agrapha is simply this: whereas we may eliminate possible agrapha that Jesus could not have said (“No one can ride two motorcycles”), it is impossible to prove which ones he might have said. The primary evidence that argues in favor of the authenticity of such sayings involves the value we give to its witnesses. If we give little credence to the apocryphal Gospels, to later scribes who added such sayings to various manuscripts and to church fathers removed in time from the actual events, then it is difficult to give credence to the reported alleged sayings of Jesus. If we give a higher credibility to the New Testament, then it is more likely that we will accept such a saying as “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35) because of our positive view concerning the witness of the New Testament. In so doing, we must acknowledge our prejudice. We give credence to the New Testament over other books because we consider the New Testament to be unique and under divine guidance in a way that we do not acknowledge in these other materials. Apart from such credence, it is difficult, if not impossible, to accept as true agrapha those sayings found in the apocryphal Gospels and other nonbiblical sources.

Biblical sources: the Gospels. With respect to the canonical Gospels it has always been apparent that three of them (Matthew, Mark, Luke) bear a great resemblance to each other, whereas one is quite different (John). The look-alike quality of the first three Gospels in the New Testament has resulted in their being called the “Synoptic Gospels”—Gospels that are to be viewed side by side. Why these Gospels resemble each other and what their relationship is to one another has been called the “Synoptic problem.” This relationship was discussed early in the history of the church. The general solution and what the situation was before the Gospel traditions were written is as follows.

Before the traditions of Jesus were ever written down in the form of our Gospels, Christians passed on this material orally. Thus in the first decades of the early church, people learned about Jesus through preaching and teaching. Exactly how these traditions of Jesus were passed on is much debated. Although there are some difficulties with the analogy, probably the best available pattern for how this process was carried out is the method of memorization used by rabbis and their students described in the rabbinic writings.

Whatever the exact method, Luke argues that this all took place under the supervision and care of the apostolic eyewitnesses (Lk 1:1-4). Luke by writing his Gospel sought to demonstrate the reliability of those oral traditions that his reader, Theophilus, had been taught. This indicates that there must be a close continuity between the oral traditions with which his reader(s) was familiar and the accounts in Luke’s Gospel and the other two Gospels that look like his (Matthew and Mark). A radical discontinuity between the oral traditions known by Theophilus and the accounts in the Gospel of Luke would lead to doubt, not certainty (Lk 1:4).

As time progressed, collections of the oral traditions began to be written down. These consisted of similar kinds of material: collections of parables, miracle stories and controversy stories, the passion narrative and so on. Most scholars believe that the first written Gospel was what we call the Gospel of Mark. Tradition states that it was written by John Mark in association with Peter sometime between A.D. 65 and 70. Matthew and Luke in writing their Gospels used Mark, a collection of various sayings of Jesus not found in Mark (the Q material, along with their own unique collection of traditions), M (the traditions of Jesus found only in Matthew) and L (the traditions of Jesus found only in Luke). M and L may have been written or oral, two single sources or several different sources. The general dates given for when they were written is 75-90. John, according to tradition, was written late, c. 90-95, and whereas the apostle John is associated in the tradition with this Gospel, it is clear that the last chapter of the Gospel was written by his disciples (see Jn 21:24— “We [the writers of chapter 21] know that his [the beloved disciple’s] testimony is true”).

Tradition has not attributed apostolic authorship to either Mark or Luke. The fact that this goes so contrary to the church’s tendency to name Gospels after apostles (Matthew, John and the apocryphal Gospels of Peter, Paul, Thomas and so on) suggests that such testimony should receive serious attention. The attribution of the second Gospel to John Mark found in the Anti-Marcionite Prologue (c. 150-180) ought to be carefully considered because of the negative description it gives to him as “stumpfinger.” The “we sections” of Acts (Acts 16:10-17; 20:5—21:18; 27:1—28:16) fit very well with Luke’s authorship, and that a nonapostle is named as the author should be taken seriously.

Tradition is united with respect to Matthew’s authorship of the first Gospel, but tradition is also united in saying that he wrote it in the Hebrew (probably Aramaic) language. This causes great difficulty because Matthew cannot be easily translated from its present Greek into Aramaic, which one would expect if it were indeed a translation from Aramaic. The Greek origin of the present form of Matthew is also supported by its dependence on the Greek Gospel of Mark. Thus the question of authorship by the apostle Matthew is a difficult one. One of the most important considerations in this regard involves one’s view of tradition. Someone who takes the tradition seriously will probably want to see somewhere in the formation of the sources of Matthew or in a proto-Matthew the hand of the apostle.

The tradition is also clear with respect to the apostolic authorship of John, and again the issue must be raised as to how one views the tradition. Another factor that plays an important role with respect to the claim of apostolic authorship (Matthew and John) or close ties with apostles (Mark with Peter and Luke with Paul) involves one’s presuppositions. Although seldom if ever mentioned, one’s view toward the supernatural plays an extremely important role with respect to the claim of apostolic authorship of Matthew and John and the tie with apostles in Mark and Luke. If one denies the supernatural and the possibility of miracles and if the Gospels report numerous such miracles, how could the Gospels have been written by eyewitnesses? (The same holds true for Acts, whose author claims to be an eyewitness in the “we sections.”) How could eyewitnesses, whose intelligence and historical competency have been questioned but not their integrity, because they truly believed the contents of their Gospels, write Gospel accounts containing miracles? Thus, if the authors believed what they wrote (and they did), they must be removed from the actual events. It is evident, therefore, that one’s presuppositions concerning the historical-critical method and whether miracles are by definition excluded from history play a major role in the issue of authorship.
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