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Foreword

      DARRELL L. BOCK


    
      One of the iconic detective shows of TV history is the Dragnet series. It ran from 1967 to 1970, and Jack Webb played the show’s most famous policemen, Joe Friday. The show was known for its interviews of witnesses, and Sergeant Friday’s consistent line was, “Just the facts, ma’am. Just the facts.” In an age dominated by skepticism about the Bible and its history surrounding Jesus, Did Jesus Really Say He Was God? examines what certainly is an important question. For if the answer is yes and the resurrection really took place to vindicate such claims, then the emergence of Christian faith becomes a framing event for all of history, not to be ignored nor missed.

      This book takes a close look at two key events in Jesus’ life and asks whether they reflect real historical activity. To get there, Mikel Del Rosario examines how history works, the ways scholars discuss assessing such events, and how we can consider the credibility of such claims. Then he works through an array of theories, some skeptical and others not, that seek to explain these two strategic accounts in Jesus’ life, and which approach has the most going for it. The study is rich and deep in detail, an assessment driving toward a “just the facts” approach to the question while acknowledging that history works with judgment and probability, not certainty.

      This study is fair about the questions skeptics ask and works through the historical and cultural context to answer the issues they raise. It models how to engage with the study of ancient events and how to respond to honest questions some raise about these events with careful attention to detail. It contends for what is often the case in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, namely, an awareness of implicit claims to deity by the things Jesus claimed to be able to do or by things he said God would do for him to show his divine authority and position. It is a rich study that repays careful study. It shows how to proceed when people raise questions about how the text and history work. Even as there are judgments made about how the details work, we do not proceed blindly but can assess the options people raise with a tone and approach that examines what we have, what we know, and how to discern the alternatives people raise.

      The book contends we must consider a Jesus who claimed to have a central place in the program of God. Making him one religious great among many is not enough. Jesus’ claims to divine authority make him unique. So there is much at stake in the issues this book raises, and it points the way to an answer that is about more than facts. It is about who stands at the heart of Christian faith and why the unique role Jesus has should matter to anyone and everyone.
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INTRODUCTION
More Than a Man?



Did Jesus really say he was God? I’ll never forget the day a middle-aged woman cornered me after church one Sunday afternoon in California. I was surprised when she began to raise questions challenging the deity of Christ. I had my Bible out on a table as we began to talk. Suddenly, she grabbed my Bible, held it up with both hands like a visual aid, and confidently declared, “According to this, Jesus never claimed to be God!” I was stunned. Even though she went to church regularly, her words echoed popular challenges to the historic Christian view of Jesus as divine. Still, there was another question lurking behind the Bible grabber’s challenge. She also seemed to be asking, “Why should anyone believe that Jesus is God if he never even said he was God?” People who raise these kinds of questions may read the Bible but see the Jesus of history as totally different from the Christ of faith preached by the church. This woman’s suspicion was that the church must have made up the deity of Jesus—totally apart from his self-claims. For her, the things that Jesus actually said about himself had nothing to do with being divine.

Things were dying down at the gathering after church when she got up to leave. I walked away less than satisfied with where we left our conversation. But over the next few days, the vivid scene of her dramatic declaration played over and over again in my mind. There she was in my memory, holding my Bible. I can still hear her voice and the way she said it. “According to this, Jesus never claimed to be God!”



THE STATE OF THEOLOGY


Her views aren’t rare. Doubts raised by skeptical approaches to the Bible are affecting more and more people—even those who regularly go to church. A Ligonier Ministries and LifeWay Research study called The State of Theology indicated that 43 percent of evangelical adults in America agreed with the statement, “Jesus was a great teacher, but he was not God.”1 Let that sink in. Think about the people you see sitting around you at a Sunday church service. Could any of them really think this way? This represents an increase from 30 percent in 2020 and 2018.2 According to the same study, the statistic grows to 53 percent of churchgoers if we include people who do not identify as evangelicals.3

This tells us at least two things. First, those of us who hold to the historic Christian view of Jesus’ deity may soon find ourselves faced with challenges from people like the woman who grabbed my Bible—not just in the public square but even inside the walls of our own churches. Second, many people in the church today have their doubts about Jesus’ divine identity. Some outright reject it. Others may not be coming from a skeptical place but still wonder how well the things the church teaches about Jesus really line up with what Jesus himself said. Perhaps they’ve heard some tough challenges or intriguing questions raised and now they’re wondering, “Did the historical Jesus claim to be divine?”

Twenty-first-century scholarship in New Testament studies has sparked renewed conversations, books, and public-square debates about Jesus’ self-claims—including the kind of authority he claimed to possess. For example, Houston Christian University professor Michael Licona debated Yale professor Dale Martin on the question, “Did Jesus believe he was divine?” in 2012. A couple of years later, two contrasting books on this divisive topic were simultaneously released. One was called How Jesus Became God: The Exaltation of a Jewish Preacher from Galilee. It was written by Bart Ehrman, who teaches in the Department of Religious Studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. In this New York Times bestseller, he argues that the historical Jesus never claimed to be God. A critical response to Ehrman’s book was simultaneously released: How God Became Jesus: The Real Origins of Belief in Jesus’ Divine Nature. This was penned by five experts, including Australian Anglican scholar Michael Bird at Ridley College. Two years later, Ehrman debated Bird at a public event in New Orleans called “How Jesus Became God.” In 2022, a transcription of this debate was also released as a book, When Did Jesus Become God? A Christological Debate. The next year, popular atheist YouTuber Alex O’Connor stated, “The question of whether Jesus claimed to be God, I find to be one of the most interesting in biblical scholarship,” during an interview with Ehrman.4 These examples show that the meaning of Jesus’ self-claims continue to be hotly debated and discussed—in the public square, in the academy, on YouTube, and even in churches. People who represent a range of backgrounds and religious commitments are deeply interested in Jesus and want to get to the bottom of their historical questions about him.




SKEPTICAL SCHOLARSHIP

A Christian friend once reached out to me with doubts about the way the Gospels present Jesus. He had just discovered a couple of books by Ehrman (an influential agnostic atheist New Testament scholar) and other critics who treat the Bible with suspicion.5 These authors tend to argue by pitting the Gospels against each other. Such an approach causes many readers to wonder whether John’s Gospel is really the only account that presents Jesus not only as a good teacher but also as God. My friend heard challenges to the consistency of the Gospels, such as, “In John, Jesus is God. But in Mark, he’s not God.” The implication is that the sayings in John’s Gospel do not accurately represent the historical Jesus—they were made up by the church.

The woman who grabbed my Bible raised a more nuanced form of this challenge after we discussed Jesus’ claims in the Gospel of John: “If Jesus really said, ‘Before Abraham was, I am’ [Jn 8:58] and ‘I and the Father are one’ [Jn 10:30], why don’t we see any hint of a divine claim anywhere in the earlier Gospels?” In the scenes tied to both of these sayings from John’s Gospel, Jesus’ hearers are so offended that they pick up stones in order to kill him. Why? Because they believe he has committed blasphemy. Here is how Ehrman raises questions about the historicity of Jesus’ divine claims in a popular introduction to the New Testament used in college classrooms:


In the Synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, Jesus never says he is God. . . . For John, Jesus is obviously God and he says he is (not God the Father but is he equal with God?). Why do you suppose these sayings are not in the earlier Gospels? If Matthew, Mark, and Luke knew that Jesus had said such things, wouldn’t they want to tell their readers? It’s worth thinking about.6



People who discover skeptical scholarship often wonder, “Is John really giving us a totally different picture of what Jesus claimed about himself?” When a critical scholar such as Ehrman writes, “Almost certainly, [Jesus’] divine self-claims in John are not historical” and “Jesus did not declare himself to be God,” many readers can get the false impression that these confident declarations represent a virtual consensus among historians.7 For some, this can contribute to a crisis of faith. A Christian man posted on Reddit:


Unfortunately, today I have discovered Bart Ehrman. According to his scholarship, Jesus never claims to be God outside the Gospel of John and he doesn’t take John as historical because it came later on. This is destroying my faith, and unfortunately, it appears that nearly ALL scholars agree with him! How can this be? There has to be a defense against this. No matter what, I will not give up my faith but man this is making me doubt big time.8



These ideas can cause people to doubt how much John’s Gospel tells us about what Jesus actually said. Since it was the last Gospel written, skeptics say that this later portrait is merely a theologically motivated development rather than an accurate reflection of Jesus himself. As a result, much of the focus in academic discussions of Jesus centers on the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke). Mark is of special interest because most scholars believe that it was the very first Gospel written. Even scholars who are rather skeptical of the Gospels believe that the least amount of embellishment is likely present in Mark.




WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

While speaking at a variety of Christian apologetics events, it struck me that many conference programs followed a classical apologetics model that moved quickly from discussing arguments for God’s existence to defending the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection. This represents a significant gap that can leave participants ill-equipped to explore the self-claims of Jesus. Recovering the historicity of Jesus’ divine claim is crucial to appreciating the significance of the resurrection. Indeed, the divine claims of Jesus are what fill the resurrection with theological meaning. The apostle Peter’s speech on the day of Pentecost was the very first apologetic sermon in church history. He argued for Jesus as Lord and Messiah and emphasized the resurrection as God’s vindication of Jesus’ claims. Luke writes that about three thousand people came to faith that day (Acts 2:41). So, understanding a historical approach to the claims of Jesus is important for Christians who study evangelism or apologetics, or find themselves in spiritual conversations with people who see Jesus differently. This includes not only atheists and agnostics but Muslims, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and others who ask us, “Did Jesus really say he was God?”

Although the question occupied my thoughts on an academic level, it also stuck with me on a personal level because of my encounter with the woman I met after church. I carried her memorable challenge in my mind for a decade as I earned my master of theology and PhD in biblical studies at Dallas Theological Seminary. During my decade in Dallas, I thought about how a historical approach to Jesus’ claims could help us discuss the idea of his deity with anyone, regardless of their religious background or lack thereof. Unbeknownst to the Bible grabber, her vivid challenge inadvertently influenced various research projects that culminated in my doctoral dissertation—a historiographical approach to investigating Jesus’ claim to possess divine authority.

Still, I didn’t want to produce an academic study merely for the sake of fulfilling the requirements for my doctoral program. From the beginning, I envisioned publishing an approachable work that not only engaged the scholarly debate at an academic level but could also help a more general audience understand the historicity of Jesus’ divine claims. This is the book you are now holding in your hands (or reading on an electronic device). Along the way, I discovered that I may be the first American-born Filipino scholar to publish a study investigating the historical Jesus.9 If so, expanding diversity within scholarly conversations in this area, and New Testament studies in general, is another part of my contribution to a field with a dearth of Filipino voices represented in the literature.

I wrote this book as a resource to help Christians find historical answers to their questions about Jesus’ divine claim. I also wrote it to help you supply the rest of the story to those who have written off the church’s view of Jesus’ divine claim as a misguided notion with no basis in reality. I’ve found that studying Jesus as a figure in ancient history is not only fascinating but makes a difference for careful, well-balanced Christian apologetics. Why? Because the church has always preached that God acted in history through the person of Jesus Christ. By the time you finish reading this book, you will be better equipped to discuss the divine claim of Jesus with anyone who is interested in the answers of history. I pray that God would use your conversations about Jesus to help more people develop an openness to the historic Christian teaching that Jesus is divine.




A VIRTUAL CONSENSUS

Where can we begin conversations with people who see Christianity differently? If you want to talk about something that virtually every critical scholar can agree on, something that can serve as a helpful starting place for a study of Jesus’ claims, consider this: a Cambridge New Testament professor named Andrew Chester noted a substantial consensus among critical scholars that Jesus was believed to be divine early and in a Jewish context.


What has emerged from recent discussion, then, is a very strong emphasis on the way that Christ is portrayed, in several strands of the New Testament, as divine, within a Jewish context and in quintessentially Jewish terms. The clear (though not unanimous) scholarly consensus is that, despite all the problems it creates for our understanding of early Christianity, a Christology that portrays Christ as divine emerges very early, in distinctively Jewish terminology and within a Jewish context.10



So, the current scholarly conversation suggests a place to begin a historical investigation of Jesus’ claims in light of early Christian views about his deity. Even Ehrman holds that “not long after [Jesus’] death, his followers were claiming that he was a divine being.”11 But here’s the million-dollar question: How much continuity is present between this early belief and Jesus’ own claims? The answer will fall somewhere on a spectrum: On one end, the belief is continuous with Jesus’ remembered words and deeds. On the other end, it is discontinuous with Jesus’ words and deeds (i.e., it is a product of the church). Skeptics see the deity of Jesus as a later theological development that says more about the church’s reflection and contemplation of Jesus than anything Jesus actually said. But what about this? Did the historical Jesus really say or do anything that might have been interpreted as a divine claim? How much continuity is demonstrable from a historical perspective?

As I studied key events in Jesus’ life along with recent theories about his self-identity, I began to realize something very important that many recent studies have missed: recognizing highly evidenced data reflected in the Synoptics and putting those pieces together supports the historicity of Jesus’ divine claim. For me, discovering these pieces and connecting them together was like joining key pieces of a jigsaw puzzle and seeing the claims of the historical Jesus more fully. Along the way, I discovered the pivotal importance of what I like to call the “blasphemy accusation scenes.” I’m talking about two key Synoptic narratives: the healing of the paralytic (Mt 9:1-8; Mk 2:1-12; Lk 5:17-26) and Jesus’ Jewish examination (Mt 26:57-68; Mk 14:53-65; Lk 22:66-71). These two events became ground zero for my study.

To my knowledge, no published study has ever analyzed key twenty-first-century theories about the kind of authority Jesus claimed to possess in light of highly evidenced data present in both of these events in Jesus’ life. That’s exactly what I decided to do with the historical data arising from both blasphemy accusations. While all three Synoptic Gospels include an account of these two events, I wanted to focus on the stories as they appear in Mark’s Gospel for two reasons. First, these two Markan texts are the earliest accounts of each of these key scenes (again, most scholars view Mark’s Gospel as the first Gospel written, with Matthew and Luke making use of his work). Second, the historical data arising from even just two scenes can help Christians formulate an informed response to the challenge that Jesus never claimed to be divine.




THE BIG IDEA

While most books about Jesus’ claims focus on the perspectives of Jesus’ earliest followers, I wanted to focus on the perspective of Jesus’ enemies. How did they understand Jesus’ claims? For me, this unlocked a fascinating angle from which to approach my study. Here is the central idea of my book: There is continuity between Jesus’ claims and the early Christian belief in him as a divine figure because at least some of Jesus’ words and deeds were likely interpreted by his Jewish adversaries as claims to possess divine authority.12

I have a plan to recover the historicity of Jesus’ divine claim, and I want to take you along with me on this exciting journey. Here’s what you can expect as we dive into our investigative historical study. On the basis of highly evidenced data arising from analyzing the healing of the paralytic in Mark 2:1-12 and Jesus’ Jewish examination in Mark 14:53-65, I will advance two lines of argumentation:


	1. Jesus was accurately remembered as a unique miracle worker who claimed to possess authority on earth to forgive sin.


	2. Jesus was accurately remembered as claiming to be the eschatological Son of Man who possessed authority in heaven to judge sin.




Building a historical case for both points will help us demonstrate two things:


	1. The sayings of the historical Jesus include claims to possess divine authority.


	2. There is continuity between Jesus’ own claims and the early belief in him as a divine figure.




Along the way, we’ll dive into the fascinating world of Greco-Roman and Jewish backgrounds to show that the two lines of evidence can work together to support the historicity of Jesus’ divine claim better than the idea that he claimed to possess a merely human kind of authority.

From the very beginning, the historic Christian church taught that Jesus was a real human being who spoke and acted in history. However, many critics who read the Bible approach the text from a more skeptical place. In order to better engage with scholars and interested laypeople from a variety of religious backgrounds, this study will follow in the footsteps of the Third Quest for the Historical Jesus while demonstrating that both lines of evidence can stand up to scrutiny. That means we won’t appeal to the inspiration or inerrancy of the Bible as we analyze the data and build our case. Instead, we’ll be playing by the rules historians use and pay close attention to Jesus’ first-century Jewish culture.13 If Jesus really claimed to be divine in a setting like that, how did he do it?




A HISTORIOGRAPHICAL APPROACH

Our study of Jesus as a figure in ancient history will take a historiographical approach to the question of whether he made any divine claims. We will investigate arguments and hypotheses, examine sources, identify highly evidenced data from authentic sayings and events in the life of the historical Jesus, and synthesize the data.

Two major questions guide our study:


	1. What key events and sayings of the historical Jesus can best be demonstrated as being at least probably historical?14


	2. In light of Jesus’ cultural context, what is the most likely significance of the sayings tied to each key event?




Every historical study has its limits, and this one is no different. It would take several lifetimes to pore over the innumerable scholarly works on Jesus’ claims. So, we will restrict our investigation to two key scenes, asking, “What do these tell us about Jesus’ claim to possess divine authority?” We will also restrict our analysis of major hypotheses about Jesus to key, representative views published in the twenty-first century.

Part of preparing to engage with those who see Christianity differently means trying to put yourself in someone else’s shoes—especially someone who doesn’t see the Bible as an authority. To this end, I approach the study of Jesus of Nazareth as a historian with the hope that this book will help inform future studies of the historical Jesus outside biblically conservative spaces. To this end, we will focus our investigation on key sayings and events on which most critical scholars can agree. Again, we will not require an assumption of the inspiration or inerrancy of Scripture. Rather, our study will proceed according to standard historical methods and criteria employed outside biblical studies. We’ll use the same kinds of tools that historians who study figures such as Alexander the Great and Caesar Augustus use to study Jesus of Nazareth as a figure in ancient history. I’ve found this approach creates enough common ground for people from a variety of backgrounds to come to the table and join the conversation.




OUTLINE OF THIS STUDY

Here’s the big picture of our journey to Jesus’ claims about himself. First, we will identify what historians consider when studying Jesus of Nazareth and how they attempt to discover what happened in the past. Then, we will assess historical data from two key events in the life of the historical Jesus that I call the Markan blasphemy accusations scenes. Finally, we will test each of the theories about Jesus’ self-claim and adjudicate between them. Which theory makes the most sense of the data? Let me give you an overview of each major part of this book.

In part one, we will see how historians discover past events and consider rules of evidence when studying Jesus as a figure in ancient history. Despite challenges to the traditional criteria of authenticity, I will argue that historical data can lead to knowledge about Jesus and that texts based on the memories of those who had experiences of Jesus can help us construct an adequate representation of sayings and events in Jesus’ life. The core of the book is composed of three key sections: critical analysis of Mark 2:1-12 (part two), critical analysis of Mark 14:53-65 (part three), and a synthesis of highly evidenced data by which competing hypotheses are analyzed (part four).

In part two, we will engage with our first blasphemy accusation scene to discover the kind of authority Jesus claimed to have in the healing of the paralytic, using his reputation as a miracle worker and exorcist as a foundational fact. How probable is it that the historical Jesus was accurately remembered as a unique miracle worker who claimed to forgive sins? I will also engage with theories challenging the historicity of the scene and the idea that Jesus claimed to do something that only God had the right to do.

In part three, we will engage with our second blasphemy accusation scene to discover the kind of authority Jesus claimed to have at his Jewish examination, using his arrest and interrogation by Jewish authorities as a historical starting place. How probable is it that the historical Jesus was accurately remembered as one who claimed to be the apocalyptic Son of Man who judges sin? I will assess challenges to the authenticity of the core scene and the exchange between Jesus and the high priest.

In part four, I will analyze two major hypotheses concerning the type of authority that Jesus claimed to possess by using five criteria for weighing hypotheses about the sayings of a person or the cause of a past event. Did Jesus claim to possess only a kind of human authority? Or does the evidence show that he claimed to possess a kind of divine authority? Combining highly evidenced data from both scenes will allow us to present a historically defensible case for Jesus’ divine claim.




WHAT YOU WILL LEARN

In the many pages that follow, we will embark on a quest to uncover highly evidenced data for the divine claim of Jesus. We’ll investigate ancient manuscripts and miracle-working accounts, explore Jewish concepts of blasphemy and divine authority, and carefully analyze recent reconstructions of a merely human Jesus. Along the way, you will be equipped with the tools of a scholar who specializes in a discipline called historical Jesus studies. You’ll learn how to explain the truth and significance of Jesus’ divine claim—even in conversations with people who doubt the historical reliability of the Bible. I’ve personally seen how sharing the historical facts in this book can help nonbelievers appreciate a credible investigation of the claims of the historical Jesus and the data that must be accounted for by any theory of Jesus’ claims and self-understanding. It’s my hope that this book becomes a key that will help you unlock the ability to talk to anyone about Jesus as a historical figure. I’ve found that doing this can open the door to sharing reasons to believe that Jesus is more than a man—he’s God Almighty.














PART ONE
Person of Interest
INVESTIGATING JESUS AS A FIGURE IN ANCIENT HISTORY



Long before Christianity was legalized and long before the deity of Christ was discussed at the Council of Nicaea, an artist meticulously arranged small pieces of glass and colored stone to decorate the floor of a small worship hall with a beautiful mosaic. It included a remarkable dedication mentioning the contribution of a woman named Akeptous to the prayer space: “The God-loving Akeptous has offered the table to God Jesus Christ as a memorial.” Dating to around AD 230, the Megiddo mosaic is striking physical evidence of Jesus being called God.1 The table mentioned was likely used to worship Jesus during the eucharistic ritual in what is now the earliest Christian prayer space to have been discovered in Israel.2

On September 15, 2024, the Museum of the Bible in Washington, DC, unveiled this groundbreaking artifact to the world.3 Conversations surrounding this archaeological find bring us back to the million-dollar question: How much continuity is present between the early belief in Jesus as a divine figure and the things Jesus said about himself? Before we investigate his historical claims, we need to get oriented to the world of professional historians. That’s what part one of this book is all about.

In many role-playing video games, players often begin with a tutorial level or staging area that introduces the world of the game as well as basic moves and rules before embarking on an important quest. Consider the next two chapters as two parts of the staging area for our historical investigation of Jesus’ words and deeds.


	Chapter one introduces you to the world of professional historians. How do they seek to discover what happened in the past?


	Chapter two shows you the basic moves and the rules for our quest—how can we operate in the world of historical Jesus studies using the rules of evidence that apply to a critical investigation of any figure in ancient history?




You are about to engage with the top philosophical and methodological considerations that face historians as they seek to uncover what happened in the past. The staging area is ready. Let’s get started.

[image: ]











1
Let’s Make History
HOW HISTORIANS DISCOVER PAST EVENTS
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Imagine finding yourself in an elegant castle-style home that features a two-story turret library. As you begin to climb the spiral staircase, you recognize the sweet, enchanting scent of well-worn books. You emerge high atop the library and admire the high ceiling and rolling ladders. Dark built-in bookshelves hold decades of academic journals and books on the philosophy of history and literary theory. Peering over the balcony to the lower level, you look down at the open workspace and see an antique oak desk with a magnifying glass and a 1920s-style brass banker’s lamp illuminating a variety of tomes, including a large open codex—an ancient book. Fragments of old parchment manuscripts are framed on the walls of the lower level. Dark academia meets Harry Potter meets Indiana Jones. Your eye is drawn to some gentle track lighting, which softly illuminates an intriguing collection of red, pink, gray, and black beads displayed on the lower level, right next to the bottom of the spiral staircase where you began your ascent.

Welcome to our staging area. We will use this mental construct as a metaphor for the world of professional scholars who study Jesus as a figure in ancient history. First, think of the theoretical space as the upper level of the library. This is where we consider questions such as, “Can we know things about the past?” and “To what extent can we know those things?” These epistemological concerns are related to the philosophy of history—the way historians can obtain knowledge about the past. Second, think of the methodological space as the lower level of the library. Here, we encounter questions such as, “How do historians work to accurately reconstruct past events?” and “Can we investigate Jesus’ words and deeds using the same tools that historians employ to study any other figure in ancient history?” Answering these questions will help us learn to employ standard rules of evidence in our own investigation.

We will need to play by these rules as we embark on a quest to recover the historicity of Jesus’ divine claim. Why? In order to find common ground with those who do not privilege the Bible as an authoritative source. Thinking about the upper and lower levels of our library can help us visualize and distinguish two levels of scholarly discussion in the world of historical Jesus research: theoretical and methodological considerations for investigating the evidence surrounding any figure in history.

Your orientation to the world of professional historians begins on the upper level. This is where we will survey the following seven theoretical considerations that relate to investigating the past:1


	1. understanding historiography


	2. the question of hermeneutics


	3. the concept of horizon


	4. the limits of historical knowledge


	5. the challenge of postmodernism


	6. the nature of truth


	7. the nature of historical facts




These are important because of two kinds of objections we encounter to investigating Jesus as a figure in ancient history. First, some people say that the limitations of historical inquiry prevent us from discovering anything about the past. Is our historical project really doomed to failure from the very beginning? Second, others may automatically reject any book written by a Christian scholar—especially if its conclusions support the historic church’s view of Jesus as a divine figure. Why? Many skeptics doubt that a Christian scholar can conduct a sound investigation of the historical Jesus due to their personal bias. However, let me explain why neither of these concerns prohibits the kind of detective work that allows us to discover real, historical facts about the words and deeds of certain people who lived in ancient times—even Jesus.


WHAT HAPPENED HERE? DEFINING HISTORY

Before we survey the seven theoretical considerations, we need to define a key term: history. What is history? What we commonly call history is actually someone’s reconstruction of the past. That’s because historians distinguish a past event itself from a written report that describes that past event. For example, think of the dramatic surge in remote work and online education during the lockdowns associated with the Covid-19 pandemic. The widespread practice of telecommuting and remote instruction that began in 2020 represents a unique historical shift that is distinct from the ways that various news outlets reported on it. So, writing a history of something means writing an explanation of a past event.2

Robert L. Webb is a historian who founded the Journal for the Study of the Historical Jesus, a respected periodical for academic discussions of Jesus within his first-century Jewish context. He perhaps gives the best definition of history: it is “a narrative account that we historians write to express an understanding of past events based on our interpretation of the traces which have survived from those past events.”3 This was the approach of the Institute of Biblical Research Jesus Group’s decadelong collaborative project, published in 2010 as Key Events in the Life of the Historical Jesus. It is a significant critical investigation of twelve highly evidenced events in Jesus’ life that employed rules of evidence we will discuss in the next chapter—rules that were not invented by the church but grew out of critical scholarship’s quests for the historical Jesus. We will adopt Webb’s definition of history for our investigation of Jesus’ claims.




LET’S MAKE HISTORY: UNDERSTANDING HISTORIOGRAPHY

Philosophers of history ask, “To what extent can we actually know things about the past?” and “How can we really know what someone said or did?” Epistemological questions such as these are part of the theoretical side of historical research called historiography. Historiography relates to the means by which historians can know things about past events and to what extent they can know them. If you look up “historiography” in New Dictionary of the History of Ideas, you’ll find it defined as “intentional attempts to recover knowledge of and represent in writing true descriptions or narratives of past events.”4

Some insist that it’s impossible to accurately represent a past event. But adopting this view would mean throwing out virtually everything we know about the past. Most historians reject such radical skepticism and work with the understanding that we can reach at least an adequately accurate account of the past. Like an archaeologist on a dig, we can do the historical spade work to uncover highly evidenced data relevant to our question about Jesus’ divine claim. As we dig deeper into ancient texts, we will seek what British scholar James D. G. Dunn famously described as the only realistic objective of any quest for the historical Jesus—discovering Jesus as he was remembered.5 So, the purpose of historical Jesus investigations in general is to explain Jesus’ words and works as preserved in the memories of ancient people who wrote about him. To do this, we will have to get our hands dirty sifting through the data. This kind of work can be technical and nuanced. At times, it may seem like we are employing the precision of a toothbrush to dust off the debris so we can arrive at historical bedrock. Despite the challenges, we can work to put together an adequately accurate representation of at least some of Jesus’ words and deeds.




WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY THAT?
THE QUESTION OF HERMENEUTICS

Historical Jesus researchers include Jews, Christians, agnostics, atheists, and others who represent a range of religious views. When these scholars disagree on something Jesus said or what he meant by what he said, the disagreement often comes down to the way they interpret historical data that can be gleaned from the Bible or other ancient sources.

Can we adequately determine what a person meant to communicate? This is the question of hermeneutics—the study of interpretation. Since we as twenty-first-century readers are so separated from the time and place of biblical authors or the events they describe, some say it is impossible for us to understand what an author was trying to communicate.6 Again, most historians reject such radical skepticism. The mere fact that someone decided to write a literary work tells us that the author intended to communicate something to people who would later read the work. In the same way, speakers also speak in order to communicate with hearers. What applies to understanding authors also applies to understanding reports about what a speaker said.

True, we cannot hop into a DMC DeLorean equipped with a working flux capacitor to go back in time to interview someone who wrote in the past. While this retrofitted time-traveling vehicle from the classic Back to the Future movies remains the stuff of science fiction, an author’s intention or voice is still accessible enough that we can move toward an adequate interpretation of what someone meant to communicate.

For example, if you read Mark Akenside’s eighteenth-century poem “The Pleasures of the Imagination,” you might be initially confused by a line that says that the great creator “rais’d his plastic arm.”7 To modern readers, this could sound like the creator had a prosthetic arm made of plastic. However, when we discover that the word plastic used to carry a “formative” or “creative” sense in the author’s day, we take one step closer to the world of the author and his intended message.8 This shows that an author’s meaning is not hopelessly inaccessible to today’s readers, as a famous educational theorist, E. D. Hirsch, once observed: “It is far more likely that an author and an interpreter can entertain identical meanings than they cannot. . . . The inaccessibility of verbal meaning is a doctrine that experience suggests to be falsity. . . . The skeptical doctrine of inaccessibility is highly improbable.”9 Indeed, the nature of human communication ensures that at least some of an author’s meaning is accessible to the reader who works to understand a text. When we recognize an author’s cultural and situational context (as well as our own), we can better position ourselves to accurately understand what a figure in ancient history said and what the figure likely meant by it.




WELCOME TO MY WORLD: THE CONCEPT OF HORIZON

It’s been said that when scholars go on a quest for the historical Jesus, they peer into a dark, deep well of data and tend to see a reflection of a Jesus who looks very similar to themselves.10 This is because everyone has a bias. Every historian writes from the perspective of their own worldview and ideology. Scholars call this your horizon. But this doesn’t mean that researchers never change their minds. It’s very possible to transcend your horizon and even be persuaded by opposing theories—even in religious matters.11 For example, Ehrman was a former pastor of Princeton Baptist Church but became an agnostic atheist.12 Although C. S. Lewis (the author of Mere Christianity and the Chronicles of Narnia) was baptized in the Church of Ireland, he left his faith for atheism as a teenager but later returned to the Anglican tradition.13 Historian Jaroslav Pelikan converted from Lutheranism to Eastern Orthodoxy.14 Historical Jesus scholar Geza Vermes was a Hungarian Jew who escaped the Holocaust and became a Catholic priest but eventually left the church for a Jewish synagogue.15 Philosopher of religion Anthony Flew gave up his atheism and embraced belief in God, in part because he was persuaded that DNA investigations revealed evidence for an intelligent designer.16 Yes, everyone has a perspective and a bias. But people can change their minds. They may shed previous beliefs and adopt new ones. They may even reject or revise their once deeply held religious beliefs and adopt different ones.

Still, some critics view Christian faith as a showstopping liability when it comes to doing historical work. Gerd Theissen and Dagmar Winter wrote The Quest for the Plausible Jesus and go so far as to say that “Christian faith . . . is guaranteed to corrupt objective scholarly work.”17 But this bold insistence seems too fatalistic. If Jewish scholars can conduct sound investigations of the historical evidence surrounding the Hebrew Scriptures, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the Holocaust, why can’t Christian scholars conduct sound investigations of the historical Jesus? Perhaps they mean that one cannot be absolutely objective—totally devoid of presuppositions of any kind. But why single out Christian scholars? Again, everyone has a perspective. Although views of faith, religion, and spirituality are part of what all of us bring to the table as researchers, it does not follow that Christian faith must prevent us from uncovering highly evidenced data about Jesus—in the same way that our peers in the scholarly community can. This is especially true when we observe the common checks and balances used in critical studies of other figures in history.

So, we can work to recognize and reduce our biases when it comes to interpreting data about Jesus. A great way to do this is to hold ourselves to high standards. We can insist that our own views of Jesus must account for historical bedrock. By this I mean strongly evidenced data, supported by multiple arguments, that most historians recognize as facts.18 This is not a mere appeal to authority. Rather, it is the recognition that when scholars across a range of commitments agree on bedrock facts, there is likely enough data to take the event or saying seriously. In other words, there are probably some very good reasons why scholars from opposite sides of the aisle and across a spectrum of belief can agree on something. That should turn our attention to evaluating the data that so many from disparate views find persuasive. Despite challenges, it is possible for us to sufficiently transcend our own horizons enough to do sound historical work.




WHAT DO YOU KNOW? THE LIMITS OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE

How sure can we be that a past event occurred? Historians work to determine the degree of certainty we can have in a hypothesis such as “Jesus claimed to possess divine authority” or “Jesus did not claim to possess divine authority.” This represents the way most historians approach their investigations.19 In Michael Licona’s study of the historical Jesus, he explains the concept of “adequate certainty”:


When historians say that “x occurred” in the past, they are actually claiming the following: Given the available data, the best explanation indicates that we are warranted in having a reasonable degree of certainty that x occurred and that it appears more certain at the moment than competing hypotheses. Accordingly, we have a rational basis for believing it. However, our conclusion is subject to revision or abandonment, since new data may surface in the future showing things happened differently than previously proposed.20



The data we find in ancient manuscripts can help us arrive at provisional answers to historical questions. Why? Because future data may come to light that invite us to reassess a hypothesis. So, historical answers fall somewhere on a spectrum of certainty.

However, this does not mean that investigations are futile because we cannot have 100 percent certainty about the past. We don’t have to be omniscient to have a reasonable or justified belief and come to historical knowledge. To be fair, we just need to be humble when we come to our conclusions. Despite the limits of historical knowledge, we can have adequate certainty (a high degree of confidence) in the hypothesis that a past event happened (e.g., that Jesus was crucified) when that hypothesis is the best explanation of the available data. This represents what scholars call “critical realism.” Here, the word critical refers to making judgments, and realism refers to making judgments about reality. This is how the overwhelming majority of practicing historians approach investigations of surviving traces of past events in the real world.21




LET’S BE REAL: THE CHALLENGE OF POSTMODERNISM

John Dominic Crossan is a historian who rejects supernatural explanations for Jesus’ reported miracles and many of the words and deeds attributed to Jesus in the Gospels. In his book The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant, he calls the “stunning diversity” of scholarly conclusions about Jesus “an academic embarrassment.”22 Indeed, it can be frustrating to discover various researchers who peer into the same well of data and yet end up with vastly different ideas about what Jesus thought about himself (scholars call this his “self-identity”). Because of this, some wonder whether ancient texts can tell us anything at all.

In the mid-twentieth century, a French philosopher named Jacques Derrida challenged traditional views of language and meaning. In The Postmodern Bible, he and other poststructuralists assert that readers must endlessly create and re-create the meaning of the text themselves, because the author’s words do not have a fixed meaning.23 This approach to the Bible is based on an underlying philosophical assumption that all interpretations are equally valid because there are no such things as objective historical events. On this view, all historical reporting is powerless to inform the reader about the details of real past events.24

Postmodern scholars say that it seems too limiting to restrict the text to any one “correct” interpretation. On this view, the words red ball do not unequivocally indicate a specific, unchanging referent (such as an actual spherical object with the property of redness). At first, this does not seem too problematic. After all, red ball may refer to a setting sun or the planet Mars rather than a piece of playground equipment used in a game of kickball. However, the observation that a metaphor can refer to one thing and not another thing is not proof that a word can mean just anything at all! In reality, an author may intend to use a metaphor precisely to refer to one thing and not another. Referents are not as fluid as some suppose. In fact, the limitations of postmodernism seem to render the approach less helpful in historical investigations.

It is the postmodern view that is too limiting. Why insist that the text cannot have a definite meaning at all? Just think about why postmodern authors write books (seemingly to educate their readers and persuade them to adopt their views). Presumably, these authors want to be understood. You can imagine how they might object if someone were to deconstruct their texts and reinterpret their work in a way that misrepresented their intentions or their views. However, this is similar to many postmodern approaches to texts about Jesus. How well can seeing the biblical text as totally independent from the author’s intended meaning advance historical studies? Trying to live out the postmodern approach in the world of historical research would create methodological chaos for researchers.

While no one can be absolutely objective or mechanically neutral in historical studies, literary deconstruction seems unhelpful when applied to documents such as police reports, hospital records, academic transcripts—or ancient narratives that purport to describe actual events. We should allow the genre of a text (e.g., poetry, biography) to determine how it should be read rather than blindly proceeding with a one-size-fits-all kind of reading.

In order to do any productive historical work, we must approach the text believing there is an objective reality independent of human knowledge and language. Indeed, books on the historical Jesus make a kind of truth claim about the nature of reality. In Historiography and Hermeneutics in Jesus Studies, Donald L. Denton rightly observes that “the world of historical Jesus studies would have little sympathy with any form of anti-realism in historiography.”25 In fact, Licona notes, “Replies by realist historians to postmodernists have convinced the majority of practicing historians and philosophers of history that realism, rather than postmodernism, is correct and practical. . . . Postmodernism has lost the battle of ideologies among professional historians.”26 Indeed, the postmodern approach doesn’t seem useful to our investigation of Jesus’ words and deeds.




WHAT IS TRUTH? THE NATURE OF TRUTH

According to John 18:38, the Roman procurator Pontus Pilate asked Jesus, “What is truth?” The correspondence theory of truth is the most helpful and the most widely accepted view among historians, including those who study Jesus.27 The correspondence theory refers to the idea that when a proposition corresponds to the actual state of the world, we can say that proposition is true. For example, the proposition “It is raining outside” is true if and only if it is raining outside. Similarly, the proposition “Jesus of Nazareth was crucified in the first century AD” is true if and only if Jesus of Nazareth was really crucified in the first century AD.

Still, some say that historical truths are just the stories told by those with privilege: “History is always written by the winners.”28 But those who reject metanarratives (overarching, grand stories that explain reality) promote a competing metanarrative. Even though history as a discipline cannot yield 100 percent certainty about the past, we can have at least a reasonable level of certainty about the truth of propositions about the past. Based on a justified belief, research can produce an adequate (even if not completely exhaustive) narrative account that positively corresponds to the past event described. The most reasonable view is that truth exists independent of language and the interpretations of researchers. Correspondence theory best conforms to our everyday experience of the world. To do good historical work, we must proceed with the idea that truth is something we discover, not something we invent.




IS THAT A FACT? THE NATURE OF HISTORICAL FACTS

Richard Evans, a leading British historian of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Germany at Cambridge University, saw a historical fact as a past event that researchers seek to discover through verification.29 This definition is used in historical Jesus studies as well. For example, Licona uses it in The Resurrection of Jesus: A New Historiographical Approach.30 We will adopt this view for our study.

One of our first tasks will be to discover historical bedrock and the evidence that supports it. This will allow us to begin our investigation with common ground accepted by critical scholars who are not sympathetic to our cause.31 The beauty of building our case on what some might call “minimal facts”—highly evidenced data the majority of critics acknowledge as facts—is that it can allow us to come to the table with people from a variety of religious backgrounds (as well as those who do not identify with a faith tradition) and have a reasoned conversation about some of the things that Jesus did and things he said about himself.32 It can also demonstrate how certain details in the Bible can be corroborated and qualify as historical facts—even when working in scholarly contexts that do not privilege the biblical text beyond any other source from antiquity.

For the most radical skeptics, however, almost everything is up for debate. This limits a scholarly consensus on what constitutes a historical fact. The reality is that everyone has biases, agendas, and horizons. For example, some people claim that Jesus never even existed. This idea represents a small group of conspiracy theorists who advocate for the Jesus-myth theory online and in fringe publications. Virtually every respected historian believes that Jesus existed—not because of a religious commitment but due to the overwhelming weight of data supporting the reality of Jesus’ life and death.

Influential critic Rudolph Bultmann questioned supernatural elements of the Bible but still wrote, “The doubt to whether Jesus really existed is unfounded and not worth refutation.”33 More recently, Crossan acknowledged that “Jesus’ death by crucifixion under Pontius Pilate is as sure as anything historical can ever be.”34 Ehrman, an agnostic atheist, recognizes that “there was a Jesus of history” and that “it is a historical fact that some of Jesus’ followers came to believe that he had been raised from the dead soon after his execution.” These “minimal facts” are part of the historical bedrock about Jesus.35 Indeed, online discussions with self-proclaimed mythicists do not represent scholarly conversations about Jesus happening in academic journals. In fact, the editorial board for the Journal for the Study of the Historical Jesus represents a diverse group of scholars, including atheists, agnostics, Jews, and Christians from a range of theological persuasions. All of them agree that Jesus existed. For example, Ehrman posted this on the HuffPost Contributor platform:


One may well choose to resonate with the concerns of our modern and post-modern cultural despisers of established religion (or not). But surely the best way to promote any such agenda is not to deny what virtually every sane historian on the planet—Christian, Jewish, Muslim, pagan, agnostic, atheist, what have you—has come to conclude based on a range of compelling historical evidence. Whether we like it or not, Jesus certainly existed.36



While discovering minimal facts can be helpful, the reality of historical facts themselves is not dependent on consensus or a majority view. When we find highly evidenced data that is widely acknowledged by scholars, we must remind ourselves to avoid argumentum ad verecundiam (appeal to authority), argumentum ad numerum (appeal to the majority), or similar logical fallacies. All that a consensus or majority view tells us is what a group of historians—whether on the theological left, right, or center—regards as authentic. For example, although there is strong agreement among virtually all critical scholars on the existence of Jesus, a consensus on the historicity of Jesus’ claim to possess divine authority may not seem likely outside conservative biblical scholarship. Not everyone will believe that Jesus made divine claims regardless of the strength of the evidence because persuasion will always be person-relative. But the recognition that not everyone will be persuaded by our findings should not prohibit us from potentially concluding that our hypothesis that Jesus made divine claims is strongly supported by the data and is a true fact of history.

So, how can recognizing a consensus or majority view be helpful? For some who may be hesitant to begin a conversation about Jesus assuming the truth of the Bible, this could serve as an invitation to read the Gospels and consider the claims of Jesus. When researchers discover agreement across a spectrum of historians holding various theological and philosophical positions, it’s like getting an audible ding that alerts you to a text message on your phone. The message is, “Pay attention to the evidence that led to this majority view! These facts may help us come to a better understanding of the historical Jesus.”




CONCLUSION

What is history? History is a narrative account written to explain past events based on what a historian believes is the best interpretation of the surviving traces of those events. The surviving traces of Jesus’ words and deeds include highly evidenced data gleaned from ancient texts. Contrary to those who remain hyperskeptical, our historical project is not doomed to failure. The limitations of historical inquiry do not prevent us from obtaining knowledge about the past—even as Christian scholars.

The following key points from our discussion of the seven theoretical considerations are foundational to our study:


	1. We can create an adequately accurate representation of at least some of Jesus’ words and deeds.


	2. Understanding Jesus’ cultural context can help us more accurately understand what he said and what he likely meant by it.


	3. It is possible to sufficiently transcend our own horizons enough to conduct a sound historical investigation of Jesus.


	4. We can have a high degree of confidence in a hypothesis about a past event when that hypothesis is the best explanation of the available data.


	5. We can discover real historical facts about people who lived in ancient times—including Jesus.


	6. Truth is something we discover, not something we invent.


	7. A historical fact is a past event that researchers discover through verification.




When a strongly evidenced event approaches historical bedrock, historians inquire as to the cause of the event. How should one investigate the reasons a given event occurred? Our orientation to the world of professional historians now moves from theoretical conversations to practical methods for doing the detective work required to uncover the truth about Jesus’ divine claim. It’s time to head back down the spiral staircase and explore the ground level of our turret library.
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