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Preface


What do we know about Jesus of Nazareth? Not a great deal—but still enough to form an image of him and his followers, based mainly on the four Gospels. This book examines the historical origins of the Gospels: where and when they originated, how they differ and how they influenced each other, who the authors were, what is known about their intentions, and which precursors of those texts are known. In short, this book presents a cultural history of the book that so deeply influenced and still influences Western societies. The systematic study of the original texts of Christianity also provides answers to a number of pressing questions: Who was Jesus anyway? What did he undeniably say and teach, and what not? Who were his disciples? How did they deal with his ideas? Were there other prophets who were considered “competitors”? And how did his ideas enter or not enter into Christianity as we know it today?


Research into the historical sources of the Gospels is now some two hundred years old. But in the last few decades, new discoveries have been made that shed a remarkable light on Jesus and the genesis of early Christianity. It is not surprising that these insights are sometimes at odds with what most Christians believe. Therefore, it is the time to discover the true roots of the religion that shaped Western society.


One might think that in our highly secularized society these texts no longer play a role. But nothing could be further from the truth. With unfailing regularity there are reports in the media about Jesus and the Gospels. Then there are all kinds of “revelations” about the origins of Christianity. Or just google “Jesus” … to see more than a billion hits. In short, despite massive secularization, the figure of Jesus and the texts of the Gospels continue to fascinate. But what is true about those stories? In most of them, the traditional image of Jesus with his apostles can be found. There is very little concerning the historical facts that permeates the perception of the general public. What, for example, are the authentic words of Jesus, and what are not? The famous statement “He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her” (John 8:7) was certainly not spoken by Jesus, because the whole story, beautiful as it is, did not actually happen.


Perhaps as a reader you are wondering how and why, in the twenty-first century, anyone would bother to find out where two-thousand-year-old texts come from. Maybe because of an overdose of curiosity? For me, it all started in 1993, when I was on sabbatical at Stanford University in California. During one of my many visits to the university bookstore, my eye fell on an intriguing title: The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and Christian Origins by Burton L. Mack. I bought it, took it home, read it overnight and was so fascinated that I started reading just about everything on this topic that I could lay my hands on. Ever since then, I have been going through life with a perhaps curious pursuit: reading up on the true origins of Christianity.


I myself am no specialist in the field—except that I’ve been trained as a philologist, have a Ph.D. in linguistics, and have been deeply involved with the placement of literary texts in cultural contexts. In this book I base myself mainly on secondary literature in English, and some in German. At first sight this seems odd, because research into the historical roots of the New Testament originated largely in Germany. But an independent secular study of the texts has developed much further in the English-speaking world. And that is exactly the purpose of this book: to submit a nonpartisan account of this history. The book does not judge faith or religion; I cherish the freedom we all have in matters of faith. Instead, this is about the history of texts, about critically examining them without literally believing them.


So, what is the New Testament about? It contains 27 “books”:




the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John),


the Acts of the Apostles,


the letters of Paul (14 in all),


the letters of James, Peter (two), John (three), Judas, and


the book of Revelation.





The question of whether all of these books are authentic will be discussed in more detail later (some of them are not). Please keep in mind that no original texts exist. Everything printed in your copy of the New Testament is based on copies of copies of copies—and no one knows how many copies lead back to the original. And anyhow, what would an original be? All kinds of texts circulated after the death of Jesus, and most of them were based on oral tradition, on stories passed on by word of mouth (see in more detail in chapters 7 and 8). So the New Testament is largely based on stories that were told and later written down, always with adjustments and adaptations. For this reason, we need to travel back from the written texts we possess to what happened originally. It promises to be an interesting journey!
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Introduction


In the Beginning Was the Word


This is a book about the origins of a book known as the New Testament. The title, Unbelievable, is intended to make readers think. I once asked both believers and nonbelievers if they knew where the real New Testament lay. It soon turned out that no one could really answer this simple question. They made a wide variety of suggestions, ranging from “certainly somewhere in Rome,” or “in the Vatican, presumably,” to “maybe in a locker in the Pope’s bedroom?” But most people admitted not knowing the answer—to never having considered the question at all. In order to provide a meaningful and differentiated answer to that question, this book has been written.


Why is the New Testament so important?


Why is it so important to know how the New Testament came into being? You probably don’t walk around every day with the New Testament in your pocket. But it’s a text that has had a profound and lasting influence on society and culture. My respect for religion is grounded in it. I would not want to miss the cathedrals, the paintings by Rogier van der Weyden, or the medieval Madonna statues. Even less would I want to miss Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, or the mystical poems of Meister Eckhart or Hadewych. These are undoubtedly “peaks of depth” in European culture. Even if one is unfamiliar with the text of the New Testament, its ideas form the basis of Western culture. It lies beneath some of the most important principles on which society is based: the principle of reciprocity, the intimate connection between freedom and truth, the principle of individual responsibility, and the practice of consensual marriage.




The principle of reciprocity


In Western cultures, the principle of reciprocity is the primary basis for relationships between people. Traditionally, it is also called the “Golden Rule” and can be found in the New Testament: “Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them” (Matt. 7:12) and “As ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise” (Luke 6:31).


In the eighteenth century, this principle led Immanuel Kant to his famous “categorical imperative.” But his formulation goes one step further. Ultimately, according to the Golden Rule, a criminal could persuade a judge that he should be acquitted … “After all, Your Honor, do not do to others what you would not want to be done to yourself.” In other words, the Golden Rule still allows for an egocentric interpretation. But this is no longer the case with the categorical imperative, which states: “Always act in such a way that your own behavior becomes a general rule, which everyone has to act upon.”


A second formulation of Kant’s is that one should always treat people as an end, never as a means to an end. According to Kant, the two formulations amount to the same thing: the general principle takes precedence over one’s own preference. In his 1785 work, Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten (Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals), Kant illustrates how (and why) the categorical imperative works, with the following example. Suppose a man is compelled to borrow money by necessity. He knows that he cannot pay the money back, but also realizes that he will not be lent any money unless he firmly promises to pay it back at a certain time. He intends to make this promise, but is still conscientious enough to ask himself, “Is it not contrary to law and duty for me to help myself out of trouble in this way?” If he chooses to do so after all, his maxim would be: If I believe I am in need of money, I will borrow money and promise to repay it, even though I know that this will never happen. This principle of self-benefit may well be compatible with my future well-being, but the question now is whether it is justified. So I turn the claim of self-benefit into a general law and question what the situation would be if my maxim became a general law. Then it dawns on me that my maxim could never count as a general law of nature and agree to itself, because it would then necessarily contradict itself. For the generality of a law by virtue of which anyone who thinks they are in need can make a promise without the intention of keeping that promise would make it impossible to promise anything at all. No one would believe that anything had been promised, and would regard any statement to that effect as meaningless.


What is to be made of this principle of reciprocity? In Western legal systems, one’s rights are limited to those which are also given to others. One cannot claim a right that would in principle be denied someone else, such as the right to divorce your spouse and at the same time deny your spouse that right. This probably seems self-evident. But that’s precisely why it is important to realize that it’s not evident at all. There is no compelling reason to assume it is. One has only to read a newspaper to see that there are enough societies where this principle does not apply. For instance, in the country with the most inhabitants on earth, one group, the Communist Party, arrogates to itself rights that it systematically denies the rest of the population. The principle of reciprocity does not apply in today’s China. This is all the more astonishing because the classic work that defined Chinese norms and values asserted this very principle of reciprocity. The Analecta of Confucius (number 15.24) literally reads: “Zigong asked: ‘Is there any one word that can serve to live a person’s whole life?’ The Master answered, ‘Should it not be reciprocity? What you do not want for yourself, do not do to others.’”


The principle of reciprocity in Confucius is further disregarded in this book, because there has been too little interaction between Confucian and Christian doctrines over the past millennia. But what about the other religions with which there has indeed been much interaction, namely Judaism and Islam?




To begin with Judaism, at first glance there seems to be such a principle in force. As it says in Leviticus, “Thou shalt not defraud, neither rob him” (Lev. 19:13), and “Thou shalt not defraud … stand against the blood of thy neighbor” (Lev. 19:16). From this, one might conclude that the principle occupies an important place in Jewish religion. But, as always, one must pay attention to the context. The situation becomes clear in the previous verse: “Thou shalt not hate thy brother. … Thou shalt not avenge, nor bear any grudge against the children of thy people, but thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself: I am the Lord” (Lev. 19:17-18). It is clear that the word “neighbor” is meant here in an ethnocentric sense, in that you must love your Jewish neighbor as yourself. Maybe Jesus also meant the word in this sense. But in later Christianity its scope was generalized. In any case, in Christianity “neighbor” means all people, regardless of their ancestry, descent, or the group they belong to. I know of only one passage in the Old Testament in which there is a clear reciprocity with Gentile people: “But the stranger that dwelleth with you shall be unto you as one born among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself; for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Lev. 19:34). Here it is unmistakable that non-Jews are referred to. One could still argue, however, that it involves a quid pro quo; they are “paying back” the hospitality they have enjoyed. But this is a long way from the universal principle of reciprocity as expressed in Christianity.


What about the Golden Rule in Islam? This question has a relatively simple answer: neither in the Qur’an nor in the Hadith is the Golden Rule found in an explicit form. Of course there are verses where the text admonishes believers to be kind to each other. For instance, in Sura 4, verse 36 it says:




be virtuous toward parents and kinsfolk, toward orphans and the indigent, toward the neighbor who is of kin and the neighbor who is not of kin, toward the companion at your side and the traveler, and toward those whom your right hand possess.


(All quotations from the Qur’an are from The Study Quran, ed. Seyyed Hossein Nasr. New York: HarperOne, 2017.)





But obviously this is far from the universalistic ethics that prevailed in early Christianity.


So here is the seriousness of the situation: neither of the other two religions of the book proclaims, let alone recognizes the principle of universal reciprocity. Given the political constellation of nations built on these religions, it can only be concluded that we are dealing with fundamentally different cultures. This is not to say that bridges between these different cultures cannot be built, but it is good to realize how different the foundations of these cultures are.


In short, it seems that it was Christianity that promulgated the principle of the Golden Rule. Over time, this passed seamlessly into the legal traditions of the West (at least in theory; in practice it often left much to be desired). Judaism and Islam, however, do not subscribe to the principle of reciprocity even to that extent. But there is more.


The principle of truthfulness


Another foundation developed by Christianity concerns the intimate link between freedom and truth. Voltaire wrote in 1769, in his Histoire du Parlement de Paris (History of the Paris Parliament), that knowing and speaking truth is tied to freedom. Anyone who is prevented from thinking freely cannot proclaim the truth. In Hitler’s Nazi Germany one could not speak the truth without risk to one’s own life and that of one’s family. This close connection between truth and freedom is explicitly stated in the New Testament in the Gospel according to John: “And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32). Here, the way to truth was paved. The insight was restated at the time of the enlightenment by John Stuart Mill in 1859 in his book On Liberty. There, Mill explains that a search for truth is impossible if complete and unconditional freedom of speech is not guaranteed: “Complete liberty of contradicting and disproving our opinion is the very condition which justifies us in assuming its truth for the purpose of action” (Penguin edition 1981, p. 79).


Early Christianity focuses on the notion of truth: there is only one god; there is only one faith, and therefore only one truth. Everything else is error and lies. Perhaps this pursuit of truth already carried the germ of later scientific development, which in fact took place only in the Christian West. In contrast to the other religions of the book, it is in Christianity’s worldview that the notion of truthfulness is central.


A number of texts in the Jewish religion advise against lying. For instance, in Leviticus: “Ye shall not steal, neither deal falsely, neither lie one to another” (Lev. 19:11). But given the tribal nature of this religion, the question arises whether this commandment also applies with regard to Gentiles.


If one goes searching in the sacred texts of Islam for a statement in which lying is disapproved of, one will return empty-handed because there is no such verse in the Qur’an. One of the few verses in which the word “true” turns up is Sura 9, verse 119: “You, who believe! Reverence your Lord, and be among the truthful.” However, the previous verse clarifies that the statement concerns three loyal servants to the prophet who did not give in to the enemy. So “true” here means something closer to “loyal.” The Qur’an does not praise truthfulness, nor does it specifically place a prohibition on lying.


The principle of truthfulness, like that of reciprocity, owes its existence largely to the New Testament. There is no other book that has so fundamentally influenced Western dealings with truth. Certainly other important books have been written, and much could be said about each of them, but none has left as deep a mark as the New Testament. Admittedly, Jewish and Arab cultures have indirectly influenced Western culture, and its legal system is indebted to Roman law and the Code Napoléon. And then there are the countless movements for social justice, some Christian in inspiration, but also many secular ones, culminating in socialism. In short, Christianity is one of the undeniable foundations of our society.


The principle of individual responsibility


Individualism is another consequence of Christianity, in that each person is responsible for their own actions. The work of Geert Hofstede, one of the most frequently cited social scientists, is significant in this respect. His groundbreaking research in 1971 for IBM across 70 countries, with more than 100,000 participants, established a framework of the profound differences between national cultures which he termed “cultural dimensions.” One of these dimensions is the difference between individualistic and collectivistic cultures. In the list below, a sample of countries (nationalities) are ranked according to the extent to which individualism is a central value in that culture. The index ranges from 0 (purely collectivist) to 100 (purely individualistic):














	91

	United States






	90

	Australia






	89

	Great Britain






	80

	Canada






	80

	Netherlands






	80

	New Zealand






	78

	Belgium






	46

	Morocco






	41

	Iran






	38

	Arab countries






	27

	East Africa






	20

	West Africa






	14

	Pakistan









As can be seen, Christian countries are at the top of the list, while non-Christian countries score lowest. It is true that there are some conflicting scores here and there, especially in South America, but in general it is clear that individualism ranks high in cultures that underwent the influence of Christianity.


The principle of consensual marriage


In addition, Christianity has revolutionized marriage mores. This relationship in cultures formed by Christianity differs greatly from marriage in most other cultures. For example, already from the sixth century onward, the Catholic Church emphasized consensual marriage. By elevating marriage to a sacrament, its voluntariness became central. James Q. Wilson sums up the historical roots of this attitude as follows:




Throughout the Middle Ages, the church increasingly emphasized its view of the marriage as the voluntary “union of two hearts” acting in response to affection. The consent of the betrothed, initially advanced as an addition to parental consent, in time came to take the place of it. In this, the church set itself against lay opinion, clan power, and feudal practice and, perhaps unintentionally, against the long-term prospects for male dominance of the conjugal pair. (1993, p. 203)





Of course this is a somewhat flattering picture that does not mention the fact that often parents forced their daughters to marry particular men of status. But all in all, there was a reasonable freedom of choice of partner in Christian cultures, certainly when compared with other cultures.


This view of marriage became further reinforced by the worship of Mary in Catholic countries. As far as I know, hardly any other cultures have so abundantly depicted the relationship between mother and child as those shaped by Christianity. The countless images of the Madonna show the affection a mother feels for her child. In my opinion, this also explains why Christian societies hardly have any arranged marriages. In these societies partners choose each other in principle on the basis of mutual attraction, and they do so as free individuals. William Goode (1963) concluded, in his monumental study of family structures in different cultures, that “for the past thousand years the Western family systems have been very different from those in China, Japan and the Arab countries” (quoted in Wilson, p. 207).


Overall, the New Testament grounds and feeds one’s sense of identity. Without it, I would not be myself. The principle of reciprocity, the bond between truth and freedom, the centrality of the individual, and marriage as a voluntary union between adults who choose each other out of affection, are all thanks to the New Testament—as are the thousands of beautiful works of art, literature and music, inspired by its stories and its spirituality. However, a problem remains.


The problem of church authorities


A hierarchy arose early on in Christianity. Initially, after the death of Jesus, it consisted only of James, his brother, and the first followers. But gradually the need arose for an overview of which groups of followers existed, where they were based, and what they believed. As the number of groups of Christians grew rapidly, the need for some form of systematic control increased, sometimes urgently, because great differences in theology arose between various Christian groups, for instance on the question of the extent to which Jesus was man and/or god. So bishops (literally “overseers”) were appointed, to make sure that all Christians shared the same faith. In this way, the church hierarchy was born.


The task of these church authorities was to protect the faith from “errors,” based on the principle of truthfulness. The history of these ecclesiastical authorities is complex, and characterized by both positive and negative aspects. On the one hand, the four principles just mentioned were guaranteed by church leadership. On the other hand, religious authorities have been responsible for terrible atrocities, such as the extermination of the Cathars, the persecution of witches, and the gruesome religious wars. The Catholic Church condemned the use of torture only with the encyclical of Pope Pius VII in 1816. It admitted the inhumanity of slavery when, under the pressure of social developments, it no longer dared to do otherwise. Pope Pius XII never condemned the atrocities of the Nazis. He could have excommunicated the Nazi leaders, as he did so many who dared to express a dissenting opinion toward the Vatican. But no Nazi, not even Hitler, was ever excommunicated for crimes against humanity. The recent opening up of the Pius XII archives leaves no doubt that the Catholic Church knowingly refused to support the Allies in their condemnation of Nazi barbarity. It is important to keep all of these facts in mind.


An ecclesiastical leadership is, of course, conservative by its very nature, for its task is to preserve what is considered to be the true faith, and to keep out whatever contradicts it. Throughout history, this conservatism has led to a hardening of positions, and a resulting rigidity in church leadership—with disastrous consequences for its credibility. The appendix to this book gives a brief overview of one such debilitating conflict, the Galileo case, in which church leadership could have averted a loss of face, but seriously damaged its own image by extreme adherence to literal interpretations of biblical texts. The fact that this was about a scientific matter is irrelevant. The loss of face was caused by ill-perceived and stubborn adherence to dogma. In the course of this book I will show how, on other points too, church authorities are often at odds with scholarship.


However, this book is not intended to be a reckoning with the mistakes and cruelties of the Christian church. For that, one can consult the monumental works of Karlheinz Deschner, Christianity’s Criminal History (10 volumes, 1986-2013). But neither is this intended to encourage the reader to live a pious life. No doubt the texts of the New Testament may induce a moral or religious lifestyle. Commendable as that may be, it is not what this book is about. My purpose is exclusively to present the results of sound scholarly research, even if they run counter to the current views of religious opinion makers.


One thing is asked of you, in reading this book, and that is to put aside the view proclaimed by many religious opinion makers that the texts of the New Testament were written or inspired by God. The reason for this is simple: those in scholarship do not consider supernatural explanations. If there is a solar eclipse ring, it is not explained as a divine decision. Research does not look for supernatural explanations; it searches for the most convincing, most probable natural causes, which can be controlled by anyone wishing to do so. The New Testament from this perspective is the work of humans. And all human work is imperfect and not without error. However, the leadership of the Catholic Church (and to a lesser extent that of Protestant denominations) declares that it is infallible in matters of faith. In doing so, it repeats the mistake it made with Galileo Galilei four hundred years ago.


How did the New Testament come into being? For the vast majority of people, this question is still answered by tradition—which has, however, been largely debunked by recent research. It is precisely these distorted representations that this book aims to expose. Why? Because a cultural asset derives its value from the way it was created. It is important to know that there was a Holocaust, that women were oppressed in the past, that people were sold and exploited as slaves. If one doesn’t know about the past, it is difficult to judge the present, and one will be ill-prepared for the future. Enlightenment is needed. If we want to understand how the New Testament came into being and laid the basis for our social structure, we will have to confront its history head-on.


Faith versus research?


It is exactly here that a paradox arises. Despite the central place of the New Testament in society, there is much confusion, not to say ignorance, about its origins. The bibliography at the end of this book lists several publications on the subject, all state-of-the-art research from a non-theological perspective.


Two remarks need to be made here. The first concerns the aim of studying the Bible. It is possible to treat the New Testament as a guide to one’s life; groups who study the Bible usually start from this premise. Such groups consist mostly of believers who read the texts in a spiritual sense. They want to learn from the reading for their own lives, for a deepening of their faith, for a higher spirituality. There is nothing to say against this, but it is not the purpose of the present book. Although this book also studies the Bible, its express intention is to illuminate the history of the New Testament from a scholarly perspective. To this end I draw on various disciplines: history, archaeology, linguistics, anthropology, cultural studies, and also on medical science, when discussing the execution of Jesus. A number of things that are said in the New Testament about the suffering of Jesus, for example, are medically speaking, virtually impossible. All these disciplines together inform one about the background of the texts contained in the New Testament. Providing this information is the very first and most important purpose of this book.


The second remark I wish to make concerns the neutrality of this endeavor. In no way does the book attempt to open up a polemic of any kind. The material contained in this book is completely self-evident to professionals in the field. Where there are ongoing discussions about specific things, this will be explicitly stated in the text. Nevertheless, as a reader, you may still be shocked by what you read. This is probably because the relevant research results have not penetrated broad layers of society. Here is yet another reason for distributing this knowledge: it is largely lacking (or has been hidden) from public discourse. Again, this is mostly because of church politics. As Robert Funk and his collaborators of the Jesus Seminar aptly note: “The church appears to smother the historical Jesus by superimposing this heavenly figure on him in the creed: Jesus is displaced by the Christ” (Funk 1993, p. 7).


A completely different question you may ask yourself, as the reader, is whether there is a danger that this research may cause you to lose your faith, or that you can no longer believe the texts of the New Testament. The short answer is “no.” If one gains a better understanding of the origin and background of these texts, one’s awareness of its value will grow. One can compare it to other studies. Does my appreciation of Shakespeare diminish when I study his texts attentively? Probably not. Does a student of art history find Michelangelo’s sculptures less beautiful? Does a musicologist love Mozart’s music less? Does a doctor have less admiration for the human body? Is the universe less interesting when you have insight into the structure of matter? We can go on like this for a while. But the core of the argument is clear. A deeper insight into a subject usually increases one’s admiration for it. So it is with the history of the New Testament. The more one understands how it came into being, the more one may appreciate it.


This insight, however, can be at odds with the dogmas that ecclesiastical authorities impose on their faithful. Apparently church institutions like to keep the results of research secret, or try to disprove such results. The deeper reason for this lies in the mystification these authorities often associate with biblical texts. It is not the task of church authorities to disseminate academic information, for sure. But at least they should be expected not to cover up research results—which they do. A good example is the so-called virgin birth of Jesus. As will be seen in Chapter 8, the oldest texts in the New Testament blatantly contradict the virginity of Jesus’ mother. Several such distortions presented to believers are disproved not only by research, but often also by the “holy” texts themselves.


One could argue, though, that a scholarly study of the New Testament involves a certain disenchantment, leading to a more sober view of the matter. This may make the New Testament less mysterious, less euphoric, less unique. It may also make the New Testament stories less like fairy tales. This disenchantment of the world has been going on for some time now (ever since the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century). Ultimately, everyone has to choose whether to believe in an enchanted or a disenchanted world … I myself believe that disenchantment actually reveals the deeper sense of things.


But there is yet another reason why this book need not undermine one’s religious faith. After all, “faith” can also mean a conviction that inspires action, something one may call a “commitment” such as to a more compassionate world, to a reduction of poverty—or, a typical New Testament attitude—to work toward greater human compassion. Such a commitment does not disappear when one finds that the official church line denies or obfuscates scholarly knowledge. This finding sheds light on how the church functions, not on one’s own convictions.


At this point the reader may wonder if such a thing as “research” on the New Testament exists. Yes, it does, and it is in fact quite old. Some five hundred years ago, Erasmus of Rotterdam undertook the task of first publishing the complete text of the New Testament in the original language (in 1516). That publication was the beginning of a gradual but profound reflection on and research into the origins of that text. About a hundred years later, as a young man, Spinoza raised questions about the many “miracles” in the Hebrew Bible. And from that moment on, a steady stream of careful investigation leads to the present. But one should not forget that knowledge is constantly evolving, so that in the future, current findings will be replaced by better ones. For instance, through new texts being discovered, a whole new light is being shed on the genesis of the New Testament. Such discoveries cannot be foreseen. And they are in the nature of scholarly research.


Why is this research important? Because it brings to light discoveries that go against one’s everyday views on the New Testament. In order to form some idea about the content of the texts for yourself, here is a short quiz that allows you to familiarize yourself with some basic facts.


A small quiz


Here are 12 questions, if you like, because according to tradition, Jesus had 12 followers. The intention is not to give yourself marks, but to sharpen your attention to particular facts, which will be discussed later. You will find the list of answers shortly after the quiz. You can, of course, start by looking up the answers right away. But then you are robbing yourself of the opportunity to explore your own thoughts. So I encourage you to challenge your own knowledge against that of the experts. Here are the questions:




	In what language was the New Testament written?


	How many brothers did Jesus have?


	What was Jesus’ last name?


	Which New Testament text(s) is/are the oldest?


	How many manuscripts of the New Testament exist? (A manuscript is a handwritten text, written before the invention of printing in about 1450 by Johannes Gutenberg.)


	When does the oldest manuscript of the complete New Testament date from?


	And when does the oldest manuscript of the Old Testament date from?


	Did Jesus say of himself in public that he was King of the Jews?


	Did Pontius Pilate really live?


	Who provided the current world position of Christianity?


	Was Jesus ever in Egypt?


	When does the English version of the New Testament date from?





Numbers are used to refer to a specific piece of Gospel text. The first digit is the chapter; the numbers after the colon refer to the verse lines. So a reference like “Mark 1:2” means the second verse line of the first chapter of the Gospel of Mark. In English, the King James Version (KJV), also called the King James Bible, is the best known, and it can be consulted online at https://kjvonline.org/new-testament. Some editions also have explanations of text passages here and there. But if you really want to study the text, you should consult the critical edition of Nestle-Aland (2012).


But now to the answers to the quiz questions:


1. In what language was the New Testament written?


I will elaborate on the reasons for this later in the book, but the fact is that the whole of the original text of the New Testament is in Greek. It is not the Greek that is spoken in Greece today, nor of Homer and Plato, but that of Greek antiquity. By the time Christianity emerged, the Greek language had changed somewhat, so that this variant of the language is now referred to as “New Testament Greek.”


2. How many brothers did Jesus have?


It is not known exactly how many, but he had at least four (James, Joseph, Simon, Judas). He also had sisters, but their names are not recorded. If you are surprised by the answer, refer to the text of the New Testament itself (see Mark 6:3 and Matt. 13:55-56).


3. What was Jesus’ last name?


Ordinary people had no surnames at the time. Other indications were used, for example, someone’s profession, like Joseph “the carpenter” or John “the Baptist.” This is not so strange when one realizes that many contemporary surnames are also derived from professions such as “Smith” or “Baker.” Place names were also used, so reference is made to Jesus “of Nazareth.” Christ was by no means his surname! The word “Christ” originated in texts written after his death.


4. Which New Testament text(s) is/are the oldest?


The Gospel according to Mark is the oldest of the Gospels, but the authentic letters of Paul were written some twenty years before Mark’s Gospel. In fact, a number of Paul’s letters were not written by him, but by someone else who usurped his name. So they are forgeries. I will come back to that later. In any case, the real letters of Paul are the very oldest texts in the New Testament. They were written before the Gospels even existed.


5. How many manuscripts of the New Testament exist?


It’s not known exactly how many there are. At the moment there are some 27,000, to which new manuscripts are regularly added! For an overview of the study of these manuscripts, consult Nongbri (2018).


6. When does the oldest manuscript of the complete New Testament date from?


The first complete text of the New Testament as we know it today dates from the middle of the fourth century (later included in the Codex Sinaiticus). More about this later.


7. And when does the oldest manuscript of the Old Testament date from?




Until recently, the Old Testament was dated from around the year 1000, namely as the Aleppo Codex (c. 920) and the Leningrad Codex (c. 1008). The discovery of the Qumran (or Dead Sea) Scrolls throws a new light on this, because about a quarter of those texts come from the Old Testament, so the Hebrew Bible, and therefore antedate the previous dating by almost a thousand years.


8. Did Jesus say of himself in public that he was King of the Jews?


Certainly not—nowhere in the New Testament. This is important for understanding the role of Judas; see Chapter 9.


9. Did Pontius Pilate really live?


Definitely. I will provide convincing proof of this in Chapter 2.


10. Who provided the current world position of Christianity?


Paul, who was neither an apostle nor did he ever meet Jesus. But without him, Christianity as we know it today would not have come into being.


11. Was Jesus ever in Egypt?


Never—despite the story of the flight to Egypt. This story (as told in Matt. 2:13-23) is a fabrication, and had the function of embedding Jesus in Jewish history. In the Gospel of Luke, instead of fleeing to Egypt, Mary and Joseph travel to the temple in Jerusalem.


12. When does the English version of the New Testament date from?


It dates from 1611. This is the famous King James Version (KJV), also called the Authorized Version (AV), translated as commissioned by King James. An earlier translation, by William Tyndale in 1525, was the ultimate basis for subsequent editions; see Chapter 4. So, the first English translation of the New Testament originated more than one and a half millennia after the facts.


In summary, there are good reasons to be informed about the roots of your culture, and in the West, these lie to a considerable extent in the Christian traditions of Europe. This chapter has exposed a number of guiding principles that have emerged from Christianity: reciprocity, the importance of the relationship between freedom and truth, the right of the individual, and consensual marriage. I now leave these bases of Christianity behind, to concentrate on what studying the New Testament can reveal about its origins and development. For this, methodical research is required.


Try it out yourself!


But you are probably wondering what this means. Perhaps the best way to gain insight into methodical research is to try it out yourself. For that purpose, here is an “assignment.” It is similar to a real problem in the study of the New Testament, one that kept scholars searching for a solution for a long time. The solution is a mere hundred years old. So you can trace the path from the problem to the solution yourself, by doing the assignment. Sure, it takes some time—and creativity! Of course, you can skip doing it and read up on the solution in the next chapter. But if you do that, you’ll miss out on an important experience, namely to feel how such a search develops, how you first find a problem and articulate the concept, how you then look for ways to find an explanation, and how this ultimately leads to a clear insight. That experience can’t be replaced by the reading of a chapter. Carrying out the search also gives a sense of commitment, because research is not for the privileged few, but is accessible to anyone who takes the trouble. So, here is the task at hand:




	Look up these passages in the Gospel of Luke: 3:3-6, 3:7-9, 3:21-22, 6:20-22, 6:31, and 6:36-38. Then look for the passages in the Gospels of Mark and Matthew which correspond in content to what is said in these Luke texts.


	What do you find?


	What is the problem?


	Do you see a structure in the problem?


	Can you think of a solution to the problem?





See if you can find a solution yourself. In the next chapter, I will discuss an extremely important insight into the origins of the New Testament that arose from this problem.











Chapter 1


The Look of the Scholar


At the end of the previous chapter I asked you to complete an assignment. Of course, you would like to know the solution now. You’ll get that in a moment; but in the run-up we need to explain a few more terms.


Evidence


The wildest theories circulate about the New Testament. Some of these theories can also be read in book form, but most of the authors are only interested in sensation, not in enlightenment. Many of the views of these sensational books can be refuted with common sense. One of the most important elements here is that scholarship is based on actual evidence, which means proof. Pure speculation, without any evidence, is not research because it is not evidence-based.


Dan Brown’s bestseller The Da Vinci Code shows how common sense combined with analytic methods can be used to refute its sensationalist message. It is certainly a bestseller; some 100 million copies have been sold. (Strange, one could say, for a book that is so poorly written. In a New York Times review, renowned author Stephen King ironically judged it as “How not to write an English sentence.”) The book is a combination thriller, detective story and mystery novel. Its central theme is that Jesus and Mary Magdalene had a relationship which resulted in a daughter. Brown bases this on the painting The Last Supper by Leonardo da Vinci, which can be seen in the Monastery of Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan.






[image: images]


Leonardo da Vinci, The Last Supper (1495-1498), fresco, Santa Maria delle Grazie, Milan (detail).





In the painting, Jesus is seated at the center. Seen from our point of view, John is sitting to his left, whispering something in his ear. According to tradition, John was the youngest apostle. He is mentioned a few times in the gospels as the apostle loved by Jesus. (The word “apostle” traditionally refers to the 12 first followers of Jesus. The term itself is derived from the Greek ἀ πό στολος (apóstolos), meaning “envoy.”)


According to Dan Brown, however, the figure to the left of Jesus is not the apostle John, but Mary Magdalene. The name “John” is said to be a code for her. As proof of this, Brown refers to the V-shaped gap between the left arm of John/Mary Magdalene and the right arm of Jesus. This V is supposed to be a symbol of the “sacred feminine.”


This sounds like a serious theory, but of course none of it is believable. First of all, there is no indication anywhere that the letter V stood or stands for femininity. It does stand for victory (Winston Churchill in 1943) or more recently for vegan. Besides, how and why would Leonardo da Vinci, who lived about 1,450 years after Jesus, have known about such a relationship? And why would he have invented the V-shape as a code? In short, the authoritative idea behind this book is not based on provable facts and is therefore not evidence-based. But, amazingly, there are scores of readers who believe it all to be true, not recognizing the lack of evidence as well as the lack of historical background.


The first important method in science involves avoiding contradictions as far as possible. According to logic, contradictions are always untrue. However, it cannot be denied that there are several contradictions in the New Testament. Incidentally, the New Testament is full of contradictions. An example: Paul’s letter to the Romans says, “For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Rom. 10:13). But this is diametrically opposed to what Jesus himself says: “Not all who say to me, Lord, Lord! will enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 7:21). These two statements cannot both be true at the same time. Therefore, a solution must be found. There are only a few possibilities:




	One of the two statements is untrue.


	Both statements are untrue.


	There are two views in Christianity which coexist.





To judge whether one of the statements is untrue, their historical context needs to be examined. It is possible, for example, that one of the two statements did not occur historically as such in the text, but was added or changed by a later copyist. The third option listed above is that the contradiction exists, but is present in Christianity itself (or in its texts). However, if this is the case, it imports a fundamental contradiction into religion.


In Matthew (10:34) we read: “You shall not think that I have come to bring peace on earth, but a sword.” But in the same Gospel we also read: “Put your sword in its place! For whoever takes the sword will perish by the sword” (Matt. 26:52). What is the real message? And what is a believer to do with such contradictions? By the way, this is not only a problem for Christianity. The Qur’an, the holy book of the Muslims, contains similar contradictions. There are passages that promote peaceful behavior, such as: “O you who believe! Be steadfast for God, bearing witness to justice, and let not hatred for a people lead you to be unjust. Be just; that is nearer to reverence” (Sura 5:8), and “Truly god loves the virtuous” (Sura 5:13). But in other places the opposite is proclaimed, for example, “O you who believe! Fight those disbelievers who are near you, and let them find harshness in you” (Sura 9:123), while other passages call for a holy war: “Let them fight in the way of God, those who would sell the life of this world for the Hereafter. And whoever fights in the way of God—whether he is slain or victorious—We shall grant him a great reward” (Sura 4:74).


Similar contradictions are also found in the Jewish Torah. On the one hand, the text calls for tolerance. In Leviticus is the well-known rule: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18). But in other passages, the Torah calls for the extermination of all enemies. For instance,




If thou hearest say of any city which the LORD thy God hath given thee to dwell therein, There are some unholy men come up out of the midst of thee, and have deceived the citizens of their city, saying, Let us go and serve other gods, which ye know not; then thou shalt search, inquire, and enquire thoroughly. And if it be found that it is certain that such an abomination is done among you, then thou shalt smite the citizens of that city with the edge of the sword, and execute upon it the curse, upon all that is therein, even upon their cattle, with the edge of the sword.


(Deut. 13:13-16)





It seems that these holy books typically contain internal contradictions. As a result, rulers and religious leaders were known to interpret or use text excerpts as they saw fit. And they still do.




The upsurge of scholarly research


In the case of the New Testament, scholarly research gained momentum toward the end of the Reformation. Erasmus of Rotterdam was the first to reconstruct a reliable text of the New Testament in Greek, complete with his own Latin translation. In attempting this, he had to deal with differences between the manuscripts available to him. By carefully comparing the extant versions, he arrived at the publication of the Novum Instrumentum omne. This is, in fact, the first scholarly edition of the New Testament. After careful examination of all the variants, this work was the most reliable edition at the time, based on what was then known in 1516. Erasmus had also laid the foundation for philology (linguistics and literary studies, including textual criticism).


What is explosive here, and again a revealing example of the problem with the church authorities, is that this work of Erasmus, i.e., the first scholarly approach to the texts of the New Testament, was put on the Index at the Council of Trent in the 16th century, in other words: forbidden for the faithful to read. Accordingly, the Catholic Church declared the Bible forbidden reading!


But this was only the beginning. In his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670, printed anonymously for his own protection), the philosopher Spinoza was the first to discuss the inconsistencies in the Old Testament, and more specifically the miraculous events it described. His argument was that miracles were an insult to the traditional view of God, because they meant that God had apparently created a world so flawed that he had to constantly repair it, using miracles to make things work the way he wanted. Even more important is Spinoza’s insight that mysterious passages in biblical texts need to be understood based on the situation and intent of the author in his time. In other words, the Bible is not a textbook on physics, but a work on moral principles. As Gadamer puts it,
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