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Praise for Who Is Jesus?


“Take a dozen scholars who have all written books on some aspect of the life of the historical Jesus. Have them meet annually for a decade poring over articles that each one writes on his area of specialty, looking for any possible flaws. Publish the revised results on both sides of the Atlantic in a major monograph and receive wider scholarly feedback. Then commission the co-chair to write a succinct, readable digest of the results, and the result is Darrell Bock’s Who Is Jesus? Here is the most important counterpoint available in print to the fanciful Jesuses of the skeptical fringe, and a must read!”


—Craig Blomberg, Ph.D., Distinguished Professor of New Testament, Denver Seminary


“If people with different convictions about Jesus use shared rules that everyone can agree on, what basic matters might we conclude about Jesus? Drawing on the work of many fine scholars and based on some of the best historical scholarship, Who Is Jesus? advances a solid picture of many essential contours of who Jesus was. Well-written, enjoyable to read, and driven by informative arguments, the book offers many excellent insights, some of them new even to the academic discussion.”


—Craig S. Keener, author of The Historical Jesus of the Gospels and professor of New Testament at Asbury Theological Seminary


“Who is Jesus? Our culture has a vast array of ideas about this question. How would a historian evaluate the evidence? Darrell Bock summarizes the work of twelve scholars who met over a decade looking at a dozen key events in the life of Jesus. Based on the most patient and painstaking historical research, this book is as gripping as a good detective novel. The Jesus who emerges is a unique figure, with an attractive humility and an authority that invites and inspires. Who Is Jesus? is a must-read for anyone who wants to know the truth about history’s most intriguing and divisive figure.”


—Brian S. Rosner, Principal of Ridley Melbourne


“We live in a world where amateur speculation about the life of Jesus is commonplace. Rarely does a true specialist take the average person behind the scenes to see how these investigations are done. Darrell Bock is one of the leading ‘History of Jesus’ scholars in the United States today. In this lucid and compelling volume, Bock invites us into his seminar on ‘Jesus Studies’ in order to show how scholars weigh evidence for events or sayings in Jesus’ life. He presents the data with meticulous care, provides the extra-biblical resources that clarify the meaning, significance, and uniqueness of the event, and then provides a well-reasoned conclusion. For any serious student of the gospels, this is the book to own.”


—Gary M. Burge, Ph.D., professor of New Testament at Wheaton College and author of The New Testament in Antiquity, Jesus and the Land, and Jesus and the Jewish Festivals


“One of the most important and groundbreaking projects over the past few decades has been the work of the Jesus Group of the Institute for Biblical Research. Unfortunately, their conclusions published in the massive tome are beyond the technical expertise of many readers. Darrell Bock has put the reading public in his debt by distilling this important work down to a clear, concise, and engaging format. Who Is Jesus? is a must read for pastors and laypeople alike—for anyone interested in the truth about the historical Jesus.”


—Mark L. Strauss, professor of the New Testament, Bethel Seminary, San Diego, and author of Four Portraits, One Jesus


“Who Is Jesus? is a treasure trove of easily accessible, first class scholarship—the outcome of one of the most thorough research projects on the Jesus of history to date. Clearer than other accounts, it focuses on the rules behind the scholarly quests for the historical Jesus, ‘rules that were not made by the church, nor for the church.’ The main events of Jesus’ ministry are here scrutinized. It is the kind of popularly written book you want to put into the hands of students of all levels. The book reads like an open-ended dialogue, engaging the major players in the field, grappling with the questions of skepticism, and approaching these through a warm and open horizon of evangelical faith.”


—Tomas Bokedal, lecturer in New Testament, King’s College, University of Aberdeen, Scotland


“Anyone interested in finding out about the search for the historical Jesus will find wise guidance in this book. Darrell Bock has explained technical, academic discussions in clear, concise, and fair ways and made them accessible to a general audience. He shows why these discussions are so important, how decisions are made, and how the most important events in Jesus’ life reveal his identity, his purpose, and his authority.”


—Klyne Snodgrass, professor of New Testament Studies, North Park Theological Seminary, and author of Stories With Intent


“As co-chair with Darrell Bock of the IBR Jesus Group that produced the technical version of these essays, I am pleased to see how well Darrell has summarized the results of our work. He has captured the essence of these chapters and expressed them in such a way as to be easily understood by the nonspecialist and layperson. He has also shown how historical-Jesus research need not be a threat to a layperson’s faith, but can rather enhance and inform it. This book is highly recommended for laypersons to better understand Jesus and how this field of research can expand their understanding.”


—Robert Webb, co-chair of the IBR Jesus Group and editor of the Journal for the Study of the Historical Jesus
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Jesus by the Rules


And the Rules Were Not Made by the Church


YEARS AGO, one of my older siblings, a lawyer who loves history, was very skeptical about what we could know about Jesus. We would go back and forth in various settings. He would raise his questions. Why do accounts about the same event have differences? How can we really determine what took place? Like a good lawyer, he would press the issue. He would not let me get away with superficial answers. How could we really know how or why to take a detail seriously? Simply saying it was in the Bible was not an answer enough.


I would engage him and try to answer his questions, and we would try to sort out what we had heard from what we could believe. Because we had mutual respect for each other’s views, we had a good conversation. But it was not easy. Sometimes there was the sense we were playing by different rules. I had a regard for Scripture. My brother had natural historical questions. And there were the many things he had read about and heard from people who taught at well-known schools who raised questions about some of the things I believed. Our conversation lasted many years—we would regularly resume it, picking up old threads of a previous conversation or sometimes taking up fresh questions based on the latest things we had heard.


Our conversation now spans decades. I have come to appreciate the questions he raises and how to think about discussing them. He has come to have a much higher appreciation for Jesus and what we can know about him as a matter of history. Together we have helped each other gain a deeper understanding of Jesus.


In part, this book is about that kind of conversation. How can we talk about Jesus in the public square? How can we talk about the Bible as it relates to this conversation, especially as a historical document and with people who question Scripture? How do Scripture and the person of Jesus fit with what many people think about history? Is there really a way for both sides, those who treat the Bible with some historical skepticism and those who treat the Bible as trustworthy, to have this conversation and have it go somewhere other than stalemate?


*   *   *


The historical study of Jesus is controversial, complex, and captivating—controversial because of the array of conclusions made about him as a historical figure; complex because it involves working with ancient sources, a pre-modern culture, and claims about divine activity (never an easy topic for discussion); and captivating because whether a person embraces Jesus or not, no one can deny that his life has impacted our world, whether that impact is seen as positive or negative. But in order to talk about Jesus within popular culture, there has to be some common ground, some mutual agreement over what we can really know about Jesus and how we know it, or at least, how to have such a conversation when so many views about Jesus exist. This book starts in a place that says public conversation about Jesus can be profitable, even when we start where the church often does not—with skepticism.


CULTURE’S QUEST FOR JESUS



A key part of the public conversation about Jesus involves the historical study of Jesus. This is a study that plays by its own rules—rules that were not made by the church, nor for the church. To appreciate this part of the conversation and how it works, we need to know how the game is played. I will introduce those rules and their rationale shortly, but first we need to see where these rules came from and why.


The Beginning of “Quests” for Jesus


The quest for the historical Jesus, as it is often called, began when some said the church’s portrait of Jesus was too covered over with later-formulated doctrine to tell us who Jesus really was. So skeptical people formed rules to challenge the church’s take on Jesus. These rules come from a mixture of tools that Jesus historians regularly use in trying to confirm a historical event as well as issues that the nature of our sources about Jesus raises. In its earliest days, and even now, much historical study of Jesus served to challenge the church’s confession of Jesus. Almost any Easter or Christmas we can see television shows or read news reports about findings that are supposed to change the way we have seen or should see Jesus.


Both people of faith and people who challenge faith sit at the table and debate who Jesus is and how we can know who he was. As you might expect, sometimes the discussion is heated. Can these diverse students of Jesus have a conversation without claiming that one has to accept all the church believes in order to discuss Jesus? That is part of what historical Jesus study attempts to do.


The wide array of views about Jesus can be confusing to many, whether secular or religious. A fresh take on that conversation—what it can and cannot achieve—is also what this book is about.


THE QUESTS FOR JESUS AND LESSING’S DITCH: IS THE REAL JESUS EVEN KNOWABLE?



The First Quest


The first quest for the historical Jesus reaches back into the late seventeenth century. Looking at differences in the texts and questioning whether the Bible was giving us history alone, scholars set out to distinguish between the real historical Jesus and what they called “the Christ of faith,” a figure many of the originators said was not the real Jesus but a later construction of the early church. The initial discussion was rooted in a deep skepticism about what the Bible said about Jesus. The goal of getting us back to a truly historical Jesus often led to a moralist turn, with Jesus becoming one prophet among many the world has hosted. It became common to argue that there was a vast difference between the Christ of faith and the Jesus of history. This gap eventually became known as Lessing’s ditch because the German enlightenment scholar Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729–1781) used the picture of a ditch to describe the difference between the two portraits. The portraits, the biblical one and the historical one, were that distinct.


Lessing’s goal was to get back to Jesus as he was, not layered with later ideas about him. The claim was that the gospels really did not give us the real Jesus. He had to be rooted out of the sources through all kinds of historically based questions. No longer could a person simply say, “The Bible tells me so.” Or if they did, there was a good chance that their claim would be dismissed as naïve or unscientific. Lessing’s ditch not only argued for a gap between the Christ of faith and the Jesus of history; it also placed a huge space between people who sought to converse about who Jesus was and is.


Some said we could never cross Lessing’s ditch. This was said most famously by Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976), who argued that we could not get back to Jesus as he was.1 For him and many others like him, “ditch” was too small a gap to adequately describe what Lessing claimed. It was more like a canyon. We cannot find the real Jesus, he argued, at least not in the gospel sources that present him. If Jesus is to be found, he has to be reconstructed historically.2


But not everyone was so completely skeptical; many tried to bridge the gap between the Christ of faith and the Jesus of history. These bridge builders argued there was a way to cross Lessing’s ditch, and they have tried to construct a way through. Not all skepticism is strictly negative but can lead to good questions and fresh answers.


These discussions first started in the late seventeenth century when miracles began to come under serious challenge, differences between accounts of the same events were noted, and issues were raised about the claims of Jesus. There were no rules for judging the events of the scriptural accounts, just subjective judgments about what Jesus had likely done. The array of portraits led Albert Schweitzer in 1906 to publish a work on this phase of Jesus study and to critique it as far too subjective and detached from the original Jewish context of Jesus’ work. He argued that the vast array of distinct Jesus portraits produced up until that time were methodologically flawed. Most agreed with Schweitzer’s analysis of work done over a period of more than a century. His book and critique marked the end of this first period of the quest for the real Jesus. This initial period was in many ways the most skeptical.



The “No Quest” Period


Then came what is often called the “no quest” period, which spanned the first five decades of the twentieth century. In fact, this is a very poor name for the period, because a lot of writing was done about the historical Jesus during those years. What seemed to be missing, however, was any unified method of approach, any methodical way of engaging the issues. Each writer continued to see the Jesus he or she wanted to see and constructed him on the basis of what seemed best to the author. It was in this period that Rudolf Bultmann argued that we could know next to nothing about the historical Jesus. His influence is why some call this the “no quest” period. It was a period when many thought nothing could be gained by going down this path. Others disagreed and continued to work in this area.


The Second Quest


In 1953, the prevalent skepticism changed. One of Bultmann’s students, Ernst Käsemann, who had become a professor himself, argued that we could know more about Jesus than his famous mentor had claimed. He argued for trying to separate later Greek strata from the original, more Hebrew/Aramaic layers of the tradition as a way in. He also argued that studying the development of the tradition as it told and retold given events could give clues as to what was more original. This area of study is known as Form Criticism. It argued that stories were passed on with a variety of certain kinds of structures (forms). Variations of the forms might yield clues as to what was original with the story and what was not. This historical use of Form Criticism was always a debated feature of its use. Vincent Taylor, an English scholar, wrote in the 1930s that as helpful as Form Criticism was as a literary tool to analyze the outline of a story, it was worthless as a historical tool, which is how the new (or “second quest”) Jesus scholars wanted to use it. Nevertheless, it is in this period the rules began to emerge as a means of giving some structure to the effort and overcoming the criticism being leveled against Form Criticism.


As Käsemann was proposing a fresh look at Jesus study, new archaeological finds changed the map and understanding of the first-century religious environment of Jesus. The finds at Qumran on the Dead Sea known as the Dead Sea Scrolls surfaced between 1947 and 1956 but were slow in being published and even slower to be more fully evaluated. This library of texts came from a community that had separated from official Judaism and the temple, and had moved out into the desert in the mid–second century BCE (Before Common Era; used in place of BC) to await God’s vindication on their behalf. They remained there until the Romans rolled through in the same war that led to the temple’s destruction in 70 CE (Common Era; used in place of AD).


Eventually, scrolls were found in eleven different caves. Scholars have labeled these scrolls with the letter Q, preceded by a cave number and followed by a manuscript number, so they can be easily identified as ancient sources from Qumran. So, for example, 4Q174 is manuscript number 174 from cave 4 at Qumran. These manuscripts gave us unprecedented insight into Judaism of the period in the very locale where John the Baptist and Jesus also worked. The scrolls also began to undercut the idea that we could easily separate Greek ideas from Jewish ones, a key premise of the second quest. The reason was that this separatist Jewish sect—which was anti–Greek culture in attitude—had many expressions that had been thought to be a unique reflection of Greek culture.


Other means of evaluating the Jesus material needed to be found.


The Third Quest


With the publication of the scrolls, it became clear that Judaism was far more complex in the time of Jesus than had been previously appreciated. With these finds we now had more means by which to study the ancient beliefs. In addition, other older Jewish works became more accessible in English translation. As a result, scholars began to better appreciate how these works shaped discussions about the Hebrew Scriptures. Thus a new quest (often called the third quest) emerged in an effort to understand Jesus in the setting called Second Temple Judaism. This was the Judaism of which Jesus had been a part growing up. This Judaism, with its emerging diversity of views reflected in the Dead Sea finds and other ancient sources, was the theological context of his audience.


In 1945, yet another set of texts was found, at Nag Hammadi in Egypt. These texts, though containing later materials, included other gospel texts that described Jesus. Many of those other gospels that appear in TV specials and on the news came from this find. These texts also drew a lot of attention and added to the discussions about Jesus and how others saw him in the earliest centuries. They were generally not as important to the development of the third quest, but have come to have a role in reflection about Jesus as the quest progressed. Their discovery added to the complexity of the conversation. Now there were many different kinds of Jesus to discuss based on the ancient sources.


Such dramatic new finds propelled the third quest. It began to emerge in the 1960s, especially as the Dead Sea Scrolls came to be appreciated more and more. By the 1980s, some scholars were writing from a third-quest viewpoint and challenging the second-quest approach. Unlike the second questers, they did not start by trying to peel away at the texts of the gospels, but by trying to understand the historical setting in which Jesus lived. This meant playing not only with an eye to the rules but also to a cohesive presentation of Jesus that fit into this emerging background of what was happening in the first century. Third-quest scholars began to ask how Jesus’ actions and teachings would be understood and whether they could fit together well in such a setting. This reversal of the starting point also went back to a premise Albert Schweitzer had stated: if you are to understand Jesus, it must be out of his Jewish environment and the audience he challenged.


This book reflects a third-quest approach. It argues that a person of faith can sit at the table with people who abide by historical Jesus study rules and still have a conversation about who Jesus was. This can be done without forcing people to accept at the start of the conversation everything many believers hold. The third-quest approach argues you can play the game by these rules and still move toward a better historical understanding of Jesus that also explains the faith of his earliest followers.


You can cross the canyon.


You can even show how it can be done, tracing the steps to get there. Doing so does not absolutely prove who Jesus was. There is too much judgment in the process for that. However, it does argue that a strong case can be made for appreciating who Jesus was through the sources we have.


THE STUDY THAT STANDS BEHIND THIS BOOK



Over the period of a decade (1998–2008), an international group of Jesus scholars met for one weekend each summer to take a close look at twelve core events in the life of Jesus. (One could make a longer or shorter list, but the twelve the group chose were events we regarded as significant and corroborated as likely to have occurred for reasons I shall show.) We met in such varied locales as Chicago, Dallas, Tübingen, and Jerusalem. The final meeting in Jerusalem was to wrap up our work and to produce eight thirty-minute TV shows on our study for Day of Discovery. In any year, we had six to eight scholars present out of the entire pool of fifteen participants. I organized and co-chaired this fresh look at Jesus “by the rules” with Robert Webb. Robert has taught at various schools in Canada and is the editor of the Journal for the Study of the Historical Jesus, published out of Sheffield, England. Eleven of the group wrote essays. All the participants were members of the international OT-NT scholarly organization known as the Institute for Biblical Research (IBR), which meets annually each November at the Society of Biblical Literature meetings held in the United States.


We were known as the IBR Jesus Group. Each participant had already written an internationally recognized, full technical study on Jesus. By “technical,” I mean that all the ancient data and debate about events that come from the study of Jesus is laid out for the reader. The initial study was more than 800 pages long. In the end, we argued that a person can play by many of these historical rules and still appreciate that the gist of these events has been faithfully rendered to us in our earliest sources.3 By “gist,” we mean that despite the variety in the details among the various accounts, we can affirm that the core event is reflective of what took place. You can get a good glimpse of Jesus, even if you start by asking more skeptical questions.


This result is surprising in a world where often playing by the rules results in a very deconstructed Jesus and a skeptical take on the sources. The conclusion is that very careful and detailed study shows that the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith are not as disconnected as Lessing and many others have claimed.


WHY THIS BOOK?



Our Goal


Who Is Jesus? is meant to be an accessible treatment of the results of our technical study.4 The world of historical Jesus studies is fascinatingly complex, and my purpose is to disclose the roots of the debates that swirl around whether or not we can know who he was, as well as offer twelve events well known to those who believe in Christ that can be considered authentic to the historical Jesus.5 Most historical Jesus studies argue that there is a chasm between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith. Depending on who does the study, that chasm is either crossable or not. For some, the gap’s nature makes crossing it difficult at best. Others cross it with more confidence and land in various places regarding Jesus. According to these studies, Jesus may be a moral teacher, a prophet, a misguided leader, the messiah, or in some sense the Son of God.


Historians and Jesus scholars all have their own conclusions on which events recorded in the gospels are truly historical. Such a diversity of results about what we can say about Jesus leaves many people asking: How do people negotiate their way through such a variety of conclusions from a wide array of experts? If experts who give their academic lives to study this cannot agree, what does that mean for the rest of us?


My hope is to take you on a historically rooted journey that explains the rules by which most scholars play the historical Jesus game, along with explaining how the conversation works. Then I will argue that we can get a solid glimpse of the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith. Using the same rules many historical Jesus scholars work with, we can determine how Jesus saw his mission. The trip involves a careful look at the world Jesus lived in—dealing with the history, customs, cultural clues, and archaeology that inform what Jesus was about. We cite many texts (some familiar, others less so) to illuminate the background and context of what Jesus said and did. We try to paint the canvas of what the world was like and how they saw things in Jesus’ time by actually introducing you to ancient texts that describe what some in Jesus’ time thought about certain issues.


The Key to the Rules: Looking for Corroboration and Examining the Historical Environment


By examining Jesus this way, we make the case—not using rules of the church, but rules rooted in a much more skeptical approach to Jesus. These rules argue that we cannot speak without corroboration. This means that most of the gospel of John is not usable, since a great majority of it is singularly attested, as well as half of Luke and a quarter of Matthew. (This rule shows nicely that the church is not responsible for these stipulations.)


And, as we proceed through the events, you will see many references to Jewish texts outside of the Old Testament as reflective of the values of this third quest. We shall name the works, identify the passages, and even cite a few texts so the point of background is clear. What you will hear are the many different voices in the Judaism of Jesus’ time speaking. This material provides a way to see what Jesus might have been getting at with his Jewish audience. The Jesus Seminar in the ’90s worked more out of a Greek background, reflecting the second quest. Our decade-long study worked from premises of the third quest. But both quests play by the rules.


The bar we have to cross for historical Jesus study is a high one. We have to think like a prosecutor making a case in court. There might be DNA from the scene, but is it relevant DNA, contaminated DNA, or DNA from another time and place? Historical Jesus study pulls us into such deliberation of the evidence. But before we look at the evidence, we begin our quest with a look at the rules. I invite you to pull up a chair and engage in the conversation—just like my brother and I have—and discover how fascinating historical Jesus discussion can be.
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The Rules:


Getting Ready to Play


RULES MAKE a difference. They determine what can and cannot work in a game. Just take soccer and football. In one of the great ironies in American sports, soccer (appropriately called football in most of the world) allows use of the feet but not the hands; while American football hardly uses the feet at all in relation to possession of the ball. The difference involves the rules of the two games.


So also in Jesus studies, there are rules that apply in order to make a corroborative case for the historicity of the accounts and, as a result, to understand what Jesus said and did. These rules are technically called the “criteria for authenticity.”1 They test whether we can show a text to have its roots authentically in the actual events in Jesus’ life. Where the church allows the gospel texts to stand as witnesses for Jesus without such corroboration (because these texts are included in the canon that makes up Scripture), in historical Jesus studies, we have to make a historical case for any event or saying that is tied to Jesus. Like soccer and football, different rules make for a different game: the church uses faith, and historical Jesus studies use corroboration.



THEOLOGICAL VS. HISTORICAL



One of the earliest rules involved setting aside claims or qualifying claims of divine activity for what was called a more rational approach to Jesus. Rather than working from heaven or through a claim about divine revelation to get the story, one worked from the earth. This was done in three ways.


First, some said we cannot speak of God at all as a historical matter, but that speaking of him is a theological matter—and theology is different from history. Since divine activity cannot be validated, it must be left off the table of history. The most skeptical form of this view argues that God is a human construct or that history and God have nothing to do with each other. In this most radical form, little conversation is possible. Wherever God is said to act, something else is going on, not divine activity.


A second approach argues that history and theology are distinct, but both address distinct realities within events. Historians address only what humans do and can show only what humans did. If God is to be included, it has to be understood as a matter of faith and is theology, not history. This second view contends that history has limitations and that God is real; so whenever God is addressed, we have moved from discussing history to treating theology. Think of this view as erecting a kind of secular wall in the discussion of history. Those who hold to it argue that history is not equipped to make theological judgments.


However, there is a third view that contends that a person must still be open to God and the possibility of his working in history. You may not be able to prove absolutely that God acted, but the historical work shows that the most likely explanation for an event is that God acted as claimed by some involved in the event. Even if absolute proof of divine activity cannot be established, a case can be made for the likelihood of events rooted in divine activity.


In the origins of the historical approach to Jesus, rationalism becomes the key over any form of theism. Our mind and its judgment become the key arbiters in the game. This is where understanding the rules and the nature of the game is important. The church in general does not handle this topic as historical Jesus scholars do. In the church, faith relies on God’s guidance and inspiration when it comes to the gospels, both the writing and canonization. But in this particular kind of historical discussion, claims of divine activity are ruled out, or bracketed off to the side. A case has to be constructed for the claim of divine activity, so we have to rely on the historian’s toolbox, that is, corroboration.


CORROBORATIVE SUPPORT REQUIRED



Historical Jesus study requires corroborative support and validation for claims. This means that singularly attested materials are largely set aside (even though they might contain real information about Jesus). “Singularly attested material” means accounts that are told from only a single source, even if others used that source. There are complicated ways singularly attested material can be brought in at a later stage of study, but for the most part, much of what is uniquely attested is set aside for lack of corroboration. Lack of corroboration simply means that there is no confirmation that what these single sources attest is true or not. This is a key limitation of the corroborative process because it can well be the case that a singularly attested event took place. One just cannot corroborate that it did.


This chapter seeks to explain the rules that we shall be applying to the twelve key events we study in subsequent chapters. These are the rules most historical Jesus scholars use.



RULE 1: MULTIPLE ATTESTATION OF SOURCES



At the core of technical gospels study are the sources that one argues stand behind the gospels. Luke 1:1–2 tells us about traditions, oral and written, that he was aware of as he wrote his gospel. Verse 1 speaks of written materials, while verse 2 describes those who as eyewitnesses and ministers of the Word verbally passed on material about Jesus. Scholars refer to these kinds of sources in doing their work. There are written sources and oral traditional materials. These traditions are said to come from eyewitnesses. That is important, but in historical Jesus discussion, the credibility of that source, even if it is early, has to be established. The claim alone is not enough.


The First Source—Mark


Although scholars debate the exact order of the writing of the gospels (as is the case with many matters in scholarly discussion), most Jesus scholars see Mark as the first one written. They name his work as one of the sources, if not the key source, for understanding the historical Jesus. Almost all of Mark is also found in Matthew or Luke. More than that, the other gospels follow an outline of events very parallel to Mark. These facts point to Mark’s importance. So Mark is our first key source.


The Second Source—Q


The second source commonly appealed to is called Q. This single letter stands for the term source, because the German word for “source,” Quelle, begins with the letter Q. This source is hypothesized (posited as likely) because some 220 verses of Jesus’ teaching are shared between Matthew and Luke—almost 20 percent of each of these gospels. Most scholars believe that Matthew and Luke did not use each other in writing their gospels. For example, the accounts of Jesus’ birth are quite different in the two gospels. Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7) differs significantly from Luke’s Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6:20–49). Matthew has five key discourse units, but Luke lacks some of these.


The accounts about Jesus’ appearance after the resurrection differ in their locale, with Luke highlighting Jerusalem and Matthew, Galilee. So the theory goes, if Luke did not use Matthew and vice versa, where did those 220 verses come from? The argument is they shared a circulating traditional source of some type, which has never been found, that had similar teaching in it. The idea is that something has to explain the size of this agreement and overlap, even if we have never found such a written source.


In calling Q a source, we are not committing to the idea that Q is only a written source, a source reflective of oral tradition, or a mixture of the two. Variations on all of these positions exist when it comes to Q. The point is only that Matthew and Luke share a strand of tradition that circulated in the church without having used each other. So Q becomes the second source.


Other Sources


Material unique to Luke becomes our third key source. It is often called simply L. Material unique to Matthew is the fourth source. It is called M.


John’s gospel counts as a source; but as we noted in the last chapter, most of its material is unique and so it is not frequently used as evidence because it cannot be easily corroborated. In the view of many, the best we can do is to use John carefully as it might lend support to what is also present elsewhere. Others will use John more extensively and bring in other types of arguments beyond corroboration to utilize what it presents. Material from Paul’s letters or from one of the other New Testament epistles can also count as a source, but it is rare that specific events of the gospels also appear here. (These are usually very limited references to the Last Supper, transfiguration, crucifixion, and resurrection.)


Potentially, other materials, such as other gospels outside the Bible, can be counted as sources when there is reason to believe the materials might go back to the events of the authentic Jesus. However, this historical link often is quite disputed, because the pedigree of these extrabiblical gospels in going back to the earliest apostolic circles is even less clear than with the biblical gospels, whose apostolic roots are also often discussed. So these extrabiblical materials are used only in a limited way in historical Jesus study.


Rarer still, but able to count as well, is testimony from near contemporary non-Christian sources, such as the first-century Jewish historian Josephus, or the early second-century Roman historians Suetonius and Tacitus, who together testify multiple times to the fact that Jesus lived in first-century Galilee and died at the hands of Rome (see discussion in rule 5 below). But for most scholars, the key sources used for historical Jesus studies are four: Mark, Q, L, and M.2


Multiple attestation argues that if a saying, teaching, or theme is attested in multiple sources, then it has a better chance of being authentic, that is, of going back to authentic events in the life of Jesus. Note how the rule guides a historian’s judgment about an event. A historian cannot say outright that this event took place, nor does this prove all the details. This kind of history does not work that way. It makes judgments about events and their relationships based on how it views the sources that describe those events. The rationale here is that the more widely distributed an idea is across the independent levels of the tradition, the more likely it is to be old and reflective of actual events. The independence of the sources from one another means that no one of them created this event, but rather the event stands attested across distinct pieces of the tradition and is older than a given source.


Multiple attestation is one of the most important of the rules, since it is most obviously connected to the idea of corroboration. We will see it applied to many of the events we’ll consider, but a straightforward example involves the words of Jesus at the Last Supper, which are attested in their gist in distinct versions in Mark (Mark 14:22–25) and by Paul (1 Corinthians 11:23–26). These constitute multiple sources for the reporting of this event. Within these multiple sources, there are two versions of the wording. Matthew’s version is like that in Mark, and Luke’s is like that in Paul, but these only count as two source streams despite the repetition in four texts. (Remember we are not counting how many passages the material appears in, but how many distinct source strands attest to it.)


RULE 2: MULTIPLE ATTESTATION OF FORMS



This rule is a variation on multiple attestation. Here the issue is not sources but the literary shape of the story or saying, which is known as a form in scholarly study. Forms include miracle stories, discourse teaching ranging from proverbs to parables, pronouncement accounts (where the key goal in telling the account is presenting a saying at the end of the account called the pronouncement), and stories designed to elevate the stature of Jesus. When a theme or event shows up in multiple forms, then it again is seen to be widespread in the tradition and thus more likely to go back to Jesus. We use this rule when verifying Jesus’ association with tax collectors and sinners—a theme that appears in discourses, miracles, and pronouncements.


RULE 3: VARIOUS FORMS OF DISSIMILARITY



The next rule is more radical in its approach, so radical that variations on it have emerged. Dissimilarity argues that if a saying or event corresponds neither to the Judaism of the time (called Second Temple Judaism) nor to the early church, it is likely to go back to Jesus. The early church is seen as referring to the beliefs of the first few generations of the faith (say, up to approximately 100 CE, the date most take to be the latest for the writing of any of the gospels).


Sometimes this criterion is called double dissimilarity because the case for authenticity is said to apply only when the Jesus element is distinct from both Second Temple Judaism and the early church. The logic is that neither Judaism nor the early church can be responsible for this material since there is no match with either. This makes sense, but it turns out that very little material makes it through both ends of this sieve. These dissimilar elements may end up presenting to us the unique Jesus, but much of what Jesus did also had connections either to the diverse beliefs within first-century Judaism or to the early church, if not to both settings. Jesus could not have been so detached from his cultural and religious context that much of what he said was unrelated to it. This is why this rule is seen as so radical. The point reminds us that failure to meet a criterion is not necessarily evidence that something did not take place. Failure to meet a criterion simply means that way of seeking corroboration is not attained.


Some scholars have reworked the rule in an effort to make it more realistic to Jesus’ participation in a first-century setting. The most common of these reformulations argues that if an account has distinctive elements from both Judaism and early Christianity and yet looks like something that forms a bridge between them, then that is likely to be authentic. This has been called either “double similarity/dissimilarity” or the “continuum approach.” Here the logic is that we can see a line between where we start with an idea and where we end up. Jesus is seen as the middle figure in the movement.


Double dissimilarity can be used to corroborate Jesus’ saying to allow the dead to bury the dead. Both Judaism and the early church continued to bury people, and even though Jesus’ remark is seen as hyperbolic, it is seen as something stated so powerfully against the normal cultural grain that it goes back uniquely to him. The continuum approach could be used to corroborate Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son, which although singularly attested, portrays the return of the unfaithful in Israel in a way Judaism would not espouse—as we find represented in the resentment of the elder son, who might reflect the attitude of the Pharisees.



RULE 4: EMBARRASSMENT



This next rule is also important because it argues that the church would not have created certain stories, because they have an element of embarrassment to them that would not have been a created or made-up detail. The embarrassing point in the story would ring true because it was a real part of the event. In such cases, it is usually either Jesus or major early church figures who are presented in an unfavorable light.


A simple example is the very fact of Jesus’ crucifixion, which requires he be seen as some type of criminal in order to have faced such an execution. Another example is the existence of Judas and his betrayal as one of the Twelve whom Jesus chose. The embarrassing feature here is that Jesus is seen normally as making good choices. In a sense this is a negative criterion because it says the church would never have made this one up, so it must have happened.


RULE 5: CRITERION OF REJECTION AND EXECUTION



Events that explain how Jesus was rejected by Jewish authorities and crucified by the Romans are likely to be authentic. One of the best-attested events in Jesus’ life is his crucifixion. Even the Roman historians Tacitus (Annals 15.44) and Suetonius (Claudius 25.4) attest to Rome’s execution of Jesus, as does the first-century Jewish historian Josephus (Antiquities 18.63–64). So how did we get to such a death? Many scholars believe Jesus’ act in the temple is said to meet this criterion.


*   *   *


These are the key rules, but others exist to supplement them. They are not as highly regarded in helping make judgments, but are sometimes applied here and there, especially as supportive reasons for authenticity.


RULE 6: COHERENCE



This rule argues that anything that coheres with or is consistent with material judged as authentic on the basis of the key rules is also a good candidate for authenticity. The weakness of this rule is that a judgment on consistency involves a good measure of subjectivity, depending on the interpreter. However, it is a rule that may allow a singularly attested element to be accepted.


RULE 7: ARAMAIC OR HEBREW TRACES



This rule argues that material that reflects Aramaic roots may point to authenticity. The logic here is that Jesus likely spoke Aramaic as his primary language. However, the gospels come to us in Greek. So if we find traces of Aramaic (or even Hebrew, its linguistic cousin) within a tradition dominated by Greek, then we can know something has been translated and could well go back to Jesus. The problem here is that Aramaic is also the language of Jesus’ earliest followers. So it is not a given that if something has Aramaic traces it must be rooted in what Jesus said. So often it is the case that this rule does not work on its own, but is tied to another rule to strengthen the case for authenticity.


RULE 8: PALESTINIAN ENVIRONMENT



This rule argues that if something fits the customs and life of first-century Palestine, then it is likely to be authentic. However, this rule is like the last one. Jesus’ followers also lived in this environment, so accounts from them could just reflect the general life of the time and not be distinctive in pointing to Jesus. So this rule, when it is applied, is often used to supplement other rules.


RULE 9: INHERENT AMBIGUITY



This rule argues that the early church would have been explicit about who Jesus was or what he did, so if it invented a statement or event about Jesus, it would be clear, not ambiguous. If, however, a statement or an event has inherent ambiguity within its meaning, then it is less likely to have been made up by the church. In other words, the church was more likely to be clear than ambiguous in its affirmation of Jesus. This less-well-known rule is one we will appeal to often, as we will see when we get to Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi and when we discuss the story of Jesus arriving in Jerusalem. This was a rule our group formulated as a part of its work, since in many of the events we will cover, the presentation of who Jesus is was more implicit than explicit. If a person were to argue that the event was created by the early church to declare clearly who Jesus was, then such a claim would not be ambiguous. So ambiguity points to authenticity.
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