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Introduction

fJesus: The Evidenceo st art e@athcartTri@ityeharchan t hr ee peé
Glasgow in 2006. Since then, we have run the course at various venues throughout

Scotland.

The fAstso afpof i neree cour se

e Thereis a historical and rational basis for Jesus being the Son of God.

e There is awealth of evidence to support this.

Clearly, these are bold statements to make. The purpose of the course is to provide

evidence to support these statements and allow the participants to draw their own

conclusions on what they hear and see.

However, not everyone is fortunate enmteogh to | i\

make this information more accessible, | thought that it would be useful if the course was
summarised in booklet form.

Who is this Booklet For?

This booklet has been written primarily for people who would classify themselves as
either agnostics or atheists.

Agnostics: | f youbre undecided i f Jesus is the Son of
a God.

Atheists: | f you dondét believe in God.

However, the booklet may also be of interest to Christians. I f youbre a Christi e

interested in finding out more about the historical and rational aspects of your faith, this
booklet may help.

Why has this Booklet been Written?

Three reasons:

1.You may be surprised by the information thatos
in the public domain, but is rarely heard i either inside or outside church circles. | know

from personal experience that it can also be difficult to find this information. People

generally donét know where to |l ook. Also, if the
infformati on can be written in AChurcho | anguage and
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pamphlets that non-Christians can have difficulties with.

2We | ive in rational and secul ar ti mes. Most pec@
because they are told to believe by friends, family, politicians or a church. Today, we

require the facts before we make our mind up abc
the claims that Jesus is the Son of God, you will have found that much of the discussion

is centred amdufmde Iif @fi d hONow, as you would proba
therebébs nothing wrong with fait h-bdiavatlivbhge!| i ef . Hov
in the rational and secular world, this present s
guestion many of us would ask. Often, the answers to this question are provided in

terms of faith and in a AChurcho | anguage that s
world.

This booklet aims to take another approach. | started by saying that there is a wealth of
evidence to clearly demonstrate that Jesus is the Son of God. My aim is to present this
evidence in as clear and as rational a way as possible.

3.1 think it is important that people have the 0]
experience the positive effects this brings.

An atheist friend said to me recently i referringtothebible- Aiof cour se Der ek, It
all just fairy storieso. | fandyhava notsteornge s i mi | ar vi €
evidence to suggest that things are otherwise 7 then you will never have the opportunity

to experience the positive effects of Jesusd mes
give you Afood for thoughto and encourage you toc

Why did | Write this Booklet?

Il &m a Chr i st i an.beahagnesticelike mahy people Hthotight about

and discussed religious matters with my friends in my teens i but never came to any

clear conclusions. I suppose | parked the fAbig oc
the back of my head with a view to thinking about them later i but never did.

So through my 206s and 306s, Il guess | had the
Il really didnét know what to think about God anc
probably needed to have some form of faith to be a Christian - and that this faith was for

other people. People who had perhaps been brought up Christians. Or perhaps, people

who had experienced some form of life-changing spiritual experience. Neither situation

applied to me.

However,inmylat e 306s | thought it would be worthwhil
guestions 1 6d |l eft unresolved in my teens. My t F
capable and intelligent people who profess to have some form of belief in God (for

example, Scientists like Albert Einstein and Stephen Hawking. Politicians like Nelson

Mandela. Military men like Norman Schwarzkopf and Richard Dannatt). In a survey

publi sNeduireofiin 1997, four out of 10 scienti st s
over 45% saidthey di dnét believe, and 14.5% described tt
agnostics. However, a figure of 40% surprised me. Why did they believe?
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Also, if | looked at the religious leaders in this country, they were clearly not stupid men
or women. If these people had some belief in God, then perhaps it was worthwhile
looking at this again to find out why.

At this time | happened to meet a colleague on a business trip to the USA who, it turned

out, also happened to be a Chr iedhinnvherehel wasnot e
had been on holiday that year. He replied that he had been over to Oxford in the UK on

missionary work. As you might imagine, this sparked my curiosity and the conversation

turned to matters Christian. The upshot of the conversatonwasthat he sai d t hat heo
send me a few books that might help with the questions | had. Sure enough, two weeks

later | received a package containing a copy of
a bible.

THE

CASE
FOR .-
CHRIST

rnalist’s Persopal Divestigation
f the Evidencedfordeésus

LEE STROBEE

Did reading ATher Came fonro ChrChlktidsttiuan? Frankl vy,

However, what it did though was act as the starting point for my own investigation into
who Jesus is. | was amazed by what | found. | was amazed by my own ignorance of the

evidence | found. Howcould Ibelivi ng i n a AChristiand country an:
stuff?
So, the reason | have written this bookl et i s tt

information | found with others, and allow them to draw their own conclusions.

Last Notes

There are three parts to this booklet.
e Part 1. The Historical Evidence
e Part 2. Who Was Jesus?

e Part 3. Resurrection: The Evidence.

I hope you find the contents interesting and (perhaps) surprising.
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Part 1: The Sources of Evidence

What are the Sources of Evidence for Jesus?

I n the AJesus: The Evidenced course, we spend a
the sources of evidence we have for Jesus and assessing how reliable these sources
are.

So, what are the sources of evidence for Jesus?

The four Gospels of Jesus in the Bible.

The gospels of Jesus, that didndét make it in:
The letters of Paul in the Bible.

Written sources from outside the Bible, dat e
Archaeological evidence.

Circumstantial evidence.

Of these, the most often overlooked is the last point i circumstantial evidence. I 6d Ii ke

to ponder this briefly. Christianity has existed on this planet for a very long time.

Christianity has more followers today than any other religion on Earth. However, we

know that there was a time when there were no Christians on this planet. So, why are

there Christians today? Rational cause and effect tells us that at some point in the past,

something must have happened (some cause) that had the effect of compelling some

people who werendt Christians to become Christie

Now this might sound like stating the obvious, but for all of us T atheists, agnostics,

Christians, those of other faiths - this provides a direct challenge. Cause and effect tells

us that the start of Christianity is a historical event. As a result, when and why

Christianity started can be studied like any other historical event. Historians of all faiths

and no faith have been doing this very thing for centuries. The key point we must not

losesi ght of i s that HfAsomething happenedd to causce
us today. Something happened to start it all in the first place i and given all the historical

research thatés been directed towsa(yodsme)fi ndi ng ol
can come to our own, informed view of what we think happened.

We 6 | | now | ook at each evident i adshosldaskooee i n t urr
fundamental question.

Did Jesus ever exist?

In the past, people have often asked whetherJ esus exi sted at all . | hop:
appear I|like 1éd&dm brushing this question aside whe
historians (Christian and non-Christian alike) are agreed that He did live and die in first

century Palestine. There really is overwhelming evidence - some of which is presented

in this course T to back this up.

So wedre taking this one as a fAgiveno. This woul
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The Historical Jesus?

So, if most historians agree that He existed. What view of Jesus do they agree upon?

A few years ago, I read a book by the historian Profess:
Hi storical Figure of Jesusodo (Penguin). E. P. Sanc
research on the Ahistori caslwittenlirel®a8s. Thi s parti ct

In the book, Sanders provides a brief overview of what the majority of contemporary
historians agree upon regarding the historical Jesus. He saysthat: A [ amongst , hi st ori a
theseare] al most b e yToqudte diréecttyput e 0.

Jesus was born circa. 4 BCE, near the time of death of Herod the Great.

He spent his childhood and early adult years in Nazareth, a Galilean village.

He was baptised by John the Baptist

He called disciples.

He taught in the towns, villages and countryside of Galilee (apparently not the cities).

He preached Athe kingdom of Godbo.

About the year 30 [AD], he went to Jerusalem for Passover.

He created a disturbance in the Temple area.

He had a final meal with the disciples.

He was arrested and interrogated by Jewish authorities, specifically the high priest.

He was executed on the orders of the Roman prefect, Pontius Pilate.
I should say that Sandersdé6 Ibst wedkli nueskadter
more closely in Part 3)

~~ & o o o o o o o o o o

This, in essence, is what contemporary historians agree upon. This includes Christian

and non-Christian historians. As you can see, this list is a pretty comprehensive outline

of Jesus | ife and death. I't also closely matches
described in the Gospels.

The Gospels

When | was an agnostic, | thought that the four Gospels in the Bible were theological

texts written hundreds of years after the time Jesus was supposed to have lived and that

the Gospels we read today were substantially revised and doctored versions of what had

probably been written in the first place. I n s hc
historical research on Jesus.

| was surprised to find that the general view amongst historians that specialise in first
century, near-East studies was very different.

The majority of information we have about Jesus comes from the Gospels of Jesus in
the bible.

Now the obvious question any non-Christian hasi s : fare these documents r
accurate descriptions of Jesuso0?

Thisisafar question and one |6l spend some ti me exXf
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The Four Gospels

There are four Gospels in the Bible. Th
and John. These names refer to the fdaut
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John actually wrote the gospels, is a matter of historical
debate. However, the common view is that:

AMatthewd hought to have been written by one of
Matthew
e 0 Ma rigktidought to have been written by a man called John Mark. John Mark was a
companion of Peter-one of Jesusdé original di sciples (al
Cephas).
e 0 L u kve®written by a man of the same name. Luke was an associate of Paul the
apostle and was actively involved with Paul in spreading of the Christian message
through the Roman Empire. The authorship of the book of Acts in the bible (a history
of the early church up to around 60 to 65 AD) is also attributed to Luke.
e AJohin®d thought to have been wrisciplas,ealedby one of
John. Of all the Gospels, there is most debate amongst historians about authorship
of this Gospel.

Three of these Gospels T the books of Matthew, Mark and Luke are quite similar in

content . I n them, the s eqresmilarandthdparableg(theé s i n Jes.
stories Jesus used to illustrate teaching points) are often identical. Because of these
similarities, these three Gospels are someti mes

(Synoptic meaningi ATo view at the same timeod).

The fourth Gospel (the Book of John) is rather different to the other three i in both style
and content. We will look at this in a bit more detail later.

Gospel Reliability?

As | said before, the main source offromthef or mati or
four Gospels. We should now return to the quest:i
accurate descriptions of Jesus?0o0

The answer, in part, comes from the dates that the Gospels were written.

As | said earlier, there is debate amongst historians as to who the actual authors of the

gospels were. However, there is more agreement on when the gospels were written. The

conservative (secular) view amongst historians is that the earliest Gospel (Mark) was

written around 60 AD. Matthew and Luke were written some 10 to 15 years later. The

Gospel of John was written some time around 90AD.

Now, Jesus was crucified around 30 AD. That leaves a gap of around 30 years between
Jesus being alive and the events of His life being written down.

Why are these dates important?

30 years is a very short ti me. I'tds | ess than he
expectancy for people living in 1% century Judaea and Galilee was less than parts of the
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world today. However, when the Gospel of Mark was written, there would be a good
chance that some of the people who had actually seen and heard Jesus would be still
alive. In other words, there would be still be first hand witnesses for Jesus life available
to draw upon for information 1 and (equally importantly) to challenge what was written
down if it were inaccurate.

Al so, a span of 30 years doesnbét give much ti me
Jesus. Therebs a gener al Arul e of thumbo amongst
span between an event occurring and it being written about, the greater the chance of

legendary material being incorporated into the narrative. The 30 year time-span we have

with Jesus is, in historical terms, very short. For comparison, the earliest biographies we

have of Alexander the Great were written more than 400 years after his death (written by

Arrian and Plutarch). Yet, these are the biographies that we base our historical

knowledge of Alexander the Great upon. Another example (that we will look at later) is

the great fire of Rome. We base our knowledge of this event on the writings of Tacitus.

Tacitus wrote about the fire in 115AD i 51 years after the actual event.

So, from a historianbés perspective, t hereds a VeE
pretty accurate representati ons o f Jgeventhat theylweré veritten very shortly
after the actual events being described.

Thought Experiment

As a way of illustrating the point | &d&m making. T
following.

I 6m wr i t i rfg30yedrs ago wanl97d.0Mhat can you remember of 30 years
ago?

Imagine you were asked to write down details of the lives of your own family (mother,
father, grandparents, aunts, uncles, brothers, sisters) and what they were doing in the
late-seventies (ie 30 years ago). Think about what you could write down today
concerning their lives at that time - where they lived, who their friends were, where they
worked, what interests they had etc.

To do this, my guess is that you would use your own memory (if you were alive at that
time), talk to surviving members of the family, talk to friends and so on. From this, how
detailed and accurate a picture could you put together?

Unl ess you have famous or remarkable family memt
writtensources t o go on (diari es, newspaper articles e
using oral information from friends and family and your own memory. In short, you would
be using the same type of sources as the Gospel writers used in the 1% Century to piece

toget her their descriptions of Jesusd I|ife.

I think itdés fair to say that you could probabl
family at that time. 1 6m sure that there would
the broad detail would be correct.

Il &m al so sure that i f another member of your f ar

differences in the detail between your and their biographies 7 but that they would be
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broadly similar. In this respect, these differing family histories would be a bit like the four
Gospels i broadly similar, but differing in some of the details.

Are there other accounts of Jesusd I|ife

There are many other accounts (gospel s)
these other gospels have survived to the present day and are available for both
historians and the general public to read and study.

HERBERT KROSNEY

of
ANDREW

Spe

udas Iscariot

You may have read in the press | ast year
|l scarioto. This her joucsdpolne odc maamy T he

gospels (as they are known) were written during the 2" Century AD or later. They often

contain more fanciful and supernaturala c c ou nt s o f jusl as kistasighs nhightf e
expect from the historiansdé myths and | egends

Whilst historians use these apocryphal gospels for study on the life of Jesus, they are
perhaps of greater value to study the beliefs of the 2" and 3™ century Christian
communities from which they sprung.

So, who decided which gospels would be in the Bible?

| f there are al/l these ot her accounts of
decided what was in and what was out?

The answer is that no one person of church decided. In the 2", 3" and 4™ centuries, the
central core of the four Gospels (and the letters of Paul, which we will look at later) were
accepted by the most Christian churches in the Roman Empire. Some of the other
gospels (for example, the gospel of Thomas) were accepted in some churches and not
in others.

Eventually around 320 AD (possibly at a Council in Rome), the final content of the New
Testament was decided upon. Interestingly, it was the four oldest Gospels (the ones
written closest to the actual events of Jesus life - and thus the ones deemed the most
reliable) that f@Amade the cuto.
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Are the four gospels in the Bible the earliest written works with Jesus mentioned?

Well, actually no. Historians are of the view that some of letters of Paul that appear in
the Bible were written earlier than the Gospel of Mark.

Who was Paul?

Historians are generally agreed on the following relating to the life of Paul.

e Paul was a Jew living in Judaea around the time of Jesus. At this time, he was called

Saul.
¢ He was involved in the pe
e Someti me aft

¢ Once he became a Christ follower, he was actively involved in the establishment and

rsecution of early Christians.

er Jesusb

deat h

a dramat.
a persecutor of Christ followers to becoming a Christ follower himself.

support of Christian churches throughout the Roman Empire. He also changed his

name to Paul at this time.

e He was eventually arrested and imprisoned in Rome.
e He was executed in Rome sometime between AD 60 and AD 70.
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As part of his work in encouraging the growth of Christian churches, Paul wrote letters to
some of these churches. Unfortunately, not all of these letters have survived to the
present day.
Those |l etters that have survived appear 1in
Jesus, guidance on worship, clarification on theological matters and words of
encouragement to the fledgling Christian communities they were written to. Interestingly,
they also provide details of some of the issues and divisions existing in the early
churches relating to the interpretation of
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For me, another interesting aspect of the letters is that they are written like genuine
letters. They are often responses to letters that were written to Paul. These other letters

havenodot survived, so we only have half the corre
the i ssues that prompted the writing of the |l ette
a personal l etter, glimpses of the Paul 6s persor
texts.

Are Paul 6s |l etters genuine?

As you might imagine, there is debate amongst historians as to whether these letters
were actually written by Paul. Whilst there is debate about the authenticity of some of the
letters, historians are confident that Paul wrote:

A letter to the early church in Rome.

Two letters to the early church in Corinth.

A letter to the early church in Galatia.

The first letter to the early church in Thessalonica (there are two letters to the
Thessalonians in the bible).

e A letter to a fellow worker called Philemon.

The other letters in the bible may be genuine i however there is more debate amongst
historians as to whether they are or are not.

I wonodét spend a | ot of indetaldera othercharstedaytlgat Paul 6 s | ¢
they give a clear picture that Christian worship and Christianity was well developed at
the time of their writing.

As | noted above, Paul was executed between AD 60 and AD 70. Therefore his letters
must have been written earlier than this. The accepted historical view is that they were
probably written around 15to 25 yearsafterJ e s us & deat h.

Why are these dates important?

The letters give a clear picture of Christian worship and belief being well developed
earliert han 15 to 25 years after Jesusb6 deat h.

To illustrate this point, oneangiaworthmerntioniRgaul 6s f i r
here. This letter was written by Paul to a hewly established church in Corinth. The letter
was probably written around AD 54 to 55.

The Corinthians were mainly Greeks and Romans who, until recently had been

worshippers of the Greek and Roman gods. As a result, there were some

mi sunderstandings relating to Jesusd6 teachings &
Paul provides the church guidance on these matters. One part, | would like to quote

directly (1 Corinthians, Chapter 15 NIV).

Now brothers, | want to remind you of the gospel | preached to you, which you have

received and on which you have taken your stand. By this gospel are you saved, if you
hold firmly to the word | preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in vain.
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For what | received | passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins
according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day
according to the Scriptures and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After
that, he appeared to more than 500 of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are
still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the
apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormallybo r n. 0

Why is this passage important?

As | menti oned before, Paul 6s letter to the Cori
genuine. The passage above is also regarded by historians as genuine. In other words,
it doesndét |l ook Iike a | ater addition.
What it shows isthati as | east as early as 15 to 25 years a

likely earlier than this) i the central message of Christianity was the death and
Resurrection of Jesus, and what it meant.

Can the Gospels really be used as the basis for history?

The Gospels may have been written shortly after Jesus death i but can they be used as
the basis for a historical picture of Jesus?

Are the Gospels really biographies? Are they not just theological texts written in a
biographical style (and so therefore not real history)?

I 6m not going to spend a | ot of time on this que
more because | could spend pages on it. The EP Sanders book | mentioned earlier
devotes three chapters to this very subject.

| think that a fair, summary answer to this question would be that historians are generally
of the view that the Gospels are not biographies of Jesus life - in the way that we in the

21"Century understand biographies. Themé@tare | ong
described. For example, the Gospel of Mark doesr
Jesusb6 birth and early I|Iife. The parts of Jesusf¢

some teaching point to make. Thus, the Gospels are, if you like, selective biographies.

As a result, historians recommend caution to readers of the Gospels. They suggest that
they shouldnét be read | i ke contemporary biograg

However, what historians doné6t say is that they
Most historians (Christian and non-Christian) are of the view that the Gospels -

particularly the Synoptic gospels it must be said i are accurate enough to be used as

the basis for historical debate on Jesus.

Summary so far.
| appreciate that historyanddateseanyout |ithereforegthoeghtlapt o f

this stage, it would be worthwhile drawing breath and summarising what all this
information means.
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e There is good evidence that the earliest Gospel was written around 30 years after

Jesuso6 deat h.
e There is good evidence that letters describing Christianity were written 15 to 25

years after Jesuso6 deat h.
¢ Implicit in the letters is the fact that Christianity was spreading rapidly through the

Roman Empire. The letters also imply that Christians had already a well-developed

view of themselves and what they believed. Given the dates of the letters, this must

have occurred very shortly after Jesusdé deat h.
¢ These early dates are also important because many of the people who had actually

witnessed Jesus and the things He did would still be alive to challenge what was

written in (at least the earliest) Gospels and the teachings of Paul.

Interestingly, there is evidence of such challenges in the bible! Early on, there was

some conflict between those Jews who had followed Jesus when He was alive and

non-Jews who became Christians after His death. This conflict centred around the

style of worship to be used and seems to have been quite bitter. However, there is

no mention of conflict over &anbesudectioni | s of Jes
e Historians are of the view that the Gospels are accurate enough to be used as the

basis for a history of Jesus.

In summary, there is a good chance that the Gospels provide a pretty accurate account
of Jesusodo |ife, death and Resurrection
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Have the Written Sources of Evidence been Reliably Preserved
for Us?

For many people the issue of the accuracy of the gospels and other historical sources is
a major question. Typical arguments are:

e 2000 years ago i s a | oemtgduntltmed5" Céhtury.Prioitm g wasnodt
that, bibles were created by monks in dimly lit cells copying from other, hand-written
bibles. Surely mistakes would have crept into the gospels with all this repeated
copying?

e The gospels were not written in English. Perhaps our Gospels are translations of
transl ations and therefore a | ot of the origin

e Punctuation was f Centure Rriortalthis, there wasm@ 1 5
punctuation in the Gospels. We all know that punctuation can have a massive effect
on the meaning of a sentence. Lynn Trussdés des
recentbest-s el | er fHAEat s, shoot s, and |l eavesod is a gc
completely misreading parts of the gospels as a result of this later addition of
punctuation?

e What about deliberate alteration of the gospels? We know how controlling various
churches have been over the last 2000 years. Perhaps the early church modified or
air-brushed out certain parts of the gospels to get rid of inconsistencies and
inconvenient details.

¢ What about later additions? Could the early church have added parts to the gospels
to make them fit better with church theology i theology that could have been
developed hundreds of years after Jesusd death

Myview is that these are all wvalid questions and
take each question in turn and look more closely at them.

Copies of Copies of Copies?

ltoés fair

to say that we do have manyiesurvi ving
of copies of

copies of copiesté
However, what we also have are very early scraps of Gospel manuscripts as well.

e The earliest of these is a series of papyrus f
dated to around AD 1007 150.

e We have over 5,000 papyrus gospel manuscripts in Greek. These are of various
ages - from the 2" Century onwards.

e \We have around 8,000 to 10,000 Latin Gospel manuscripts written at various dates.

e We have over 8,000 Gospel manuscripts in Ethiopian, Coptic, Slavic and Armenian.
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Where only copies of historical documents exist, historians have a technique known as
Textual Analysis that can be used to assess how accurate a document is relative to the
(lost) original documents. When Textual Analysis is applied to the gospel manuscripts
that have survived to this day, what has been found is that these manuscripts are very
close in content to each other. There are mistakes and variances i but they are
generally very small and look like human error i rather than deliberate alteration.

FRONT BACK
Fragment of Johnés ®®spel from AD10O

Why would this be? A simple answer is that the people producing these Gospels were

devout Christians. As a devout Christian, you would see that it was of great importance

that you copi &odidvThe Werdraftely as you possibly
would be to be failing the God you believed in. Looked at in this way, it is clear that there

would be a great motivation amongst the gospel scribes and monks not to make

mistakes in the texts they were copying.

Lost in Translation?

This multiplicity of manuscripts also addresses
studying the various translations of the Gospels have found close concordance between
them.

Furthermore, because these early manuscripts exist today (and of course existed in the
past) i new translations were being created all the time and the older translations cross-
checked for accuracy.

To use a contemporary example, when the current
bible was written in 1973, the scholars writing it went back to the earliest Greek
manuscripts and translated thesei t hus mi ni mi sing the possibility

transl ationo effect.
Random Punctuation?

ltds quite an entert ai redcommaibatleimthetls"Centuyue t o a mi
we have a skewed view of Jesus. The reality is bit more banal. Linguists involved in the

Jesus: The Evidence. Page 15



creation of modern bibles are well aware of this issue and therefore take it into
consideration when making these bibles.

Iguessyou candét say that there are no mlsplaced pu
however itds very, very usignifikaatieffectbrittet t hey oul
interpretation of the texts.

r
C

To summarise the above points, we can be pretty confident that the Gospels we read
today are accurate translations of the earliest manuscripts. There may be some
inaccuracies, but the prevailing view of linguists, translators and historians are that they
are small beer.

Deliberate Modification?

Whilst we mightbe slippi ng i nto fAconspiracy theoryo territor
ask whether parts of the Gospels were added to or modified, before the earliest surviving
manuscripts were written.

Could the early church have dafifri cburluts hsetdudf fo utth actc
fit with the prevailing theology?

Frankly, there were reasons to do so.

At that time, there were varying views within ¢t}
what His teaching meant. You may have heard the terms Gnostism and Aryanism.

These were views of Jesus and His teachings that were ultimately regarded as heretical

by what became the mainstream Christian church. Gnostics and Arians drew their views

from the same Gospels that were used by the mainstream church (as well as the

apocryphal gospels we talked about earlier). Once the Gnostics and Arians had been

Afdefeatedo, would it not have made sense for the
passages in the Gospels they had latched on to so that nobody could repeat their
Aimnsierpretationso of the texts in future gener at

Also, | mentioned earlier that there was also some conflict between those Jews who had

followed Jesus when He was alive and non-Jews who had become Christians after His

death (the Gentiles). This conflict centred around the style of worship to be used and

seems to have been quite bitter. For example, there was debate within Christian circles

about whether the strict Jewish dietary | aws anc
should be applied to Gentile Christians.

I n the end, it was Athe Gentileso who carried CtFt
it have made sense to remove any mention of these varying views in the bible?

I think that the best way of responding to the question of deliberate modification is to

read the Gospels for yourselves and make your own mind up. Now, to a non-Christian,
this might sound a bit daunting. As an agnostic, | thought the bible only existed in the
King James version, was ful |l dovasabitlikeeeading o

At houo-e
Shakespeareia wort hy thing to do, but you woul dnot
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It was a bit of a revelation to me to read the Gospels in the New International Version
(NIV) commonly used by Christians today. | actually found it a pleasure to read the
Gospels in plain, easy to understand English.

For example, look at these two translations of the same passage from the bible:

Mar k Chapter 11, verses 12.to 14. King James0O Ve
ifiAnd on the mor r ow,efranhBethany, leevgs hungry: @nd ansearing

a fig tree afar off having leaves, he came, if haply he might find any thing thereon: and

yet when he came to it, he found nothing but leaves; for the time of figs was not yet. And

Jesus answered and said unto it, No man eat fruit of thee hereafter for ever. And his

di sciples heard it. o

Mark Chapter 11, verses 12 to 14. New International Version.

iThe next day as they were | eaving Bethany, Jesl
fig tree in leaf, he went to find out if it had any fruit. When he reached it, he found

nothing but leaves, because it was not the season for figs. Then he said to the tree,

iMay no one ever eat fruit from you again. o And

So if you do read the Gospels for yourself, what are you likely to find?

Contradictions and Inconsistencies?

One thing you will find is that there are a number of apparent contradictions between the
Gospels. Indeed many atheists cite these contradictions as evidence of the unreliability
of the Gospels.

Here are a few examples:

¢ The number of people that find Jesusd tomb emp

e The detail of the birth narrative varies betwe
narrative at all in the Gospel of Mark.

e Theor der of some of the events in Jesuso6 |ife v;

e In one Gospel we find Jesusdéd mother Mary being
give birth to is the Son of God. Yet in anothe
andfamilyt ri ed to stop Him in His ministry saying
behaviour if you knew your son was Godés Son.

However, there is another way of looking at these inconsistencies.

The four Gospels were completed at least semi-independently of each other. If they
were all completely consistenti woul dnét that | ook |ike there had
editing to make them consistent?

An analogy to this would be the witnesses to an event like a car crash or a bank robbery.

Later, in court, the various witnesses to the robbery take the stand and promise to tell

the trut h, the whole truth and nothing but t he t
often vary in detail T based on what they remember and their own viewpoint. Usually

though, the witnesses will agree on what generally happened.
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A contemporary example of this is the shooting of Jean Charles de Menezes on the
London Underground in 2005. You may remember that just after it happened, a number
of people who had witnessed the chase and the shooting were interviewed by news
reporters. You may also remember how confused the initial picture of what happened
was. However, after a few days, a consensus picture of the events developed.

The Gospels (particularly the Synoptic Gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke) read a bit
likethisiagreeing in nearly al/l det ai |l s, but with a

And her e 6§ theshdiscrgpancies have survived into the modern bibles of
today. Why? Because they have+obanyorneelserdfort aken out
that matter!

Indeed, if you start to consider this, another question arises.

If the early church wanted to air-brush out all the inconsistencies, why not boil the four

Gospels down into one seamless narrative? They could have. Why didn6t t hey ? Why
have four separate biographies? Thereds no rul e
I 611 return to this question bel ow.

The difficult bits?

As you read the Gospels, you will also come acr

be hard for Christians to either deal with or explain. Here are a few examples that | was
surprised to find when | read the Gospel of Mark for the first time:

¢ In Mark Chapter 6, verse 5 it says that Jesus could do few miracles in Nazareth. The
church teaches that Jesus is God and therefore all-powerful. How then could He
have had difficulties performing miracles in Nazareth?

e In Mark Chapter 13, verse 32 Jesus says that H

His return to Earth. If Jesus was God and therefore omnipresent, why would He say
such a thing?

¢ In Mark Chapter 7, verse 27 Jesus referstonon-J ews as fidogs 0. Hardl y a
descriptoni particularly as itds those fidogsd who ar

e In Mark Chapter 11, verse 12 we find Jesus talking to a fig tree. Indeed He is cursing
it for not having any fruit on it! Youoll reme
when he admitted talking to his plantsé

e I n Mark Chapter 15, ver se 35, Jesus cries out
God, why haveyouforsak en me?0 | s this not a strange thi

knows He will shortly join His father in heaven? This sounds more like Jesus
believes He has been abandoned on the cross by God.

Now there are explanations for these passages. To take the first example, Jesus always

linked spiritual and physical healing with a pe
had little faithinHimi pr obabl y because He had grown wup ther
see beyond him being Jos e pdult Jebusdiddeavmpaelest er 6 s s on.
there.

However, rather than try and find explanations

just simpler to remove these altogether? As | mentioned before, there was enough
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material in the four Gospels for someone to put together one seamless narrative. Why
didnét either of these things happen?

And what about the passages latched on to by the Arians and the Gnostics | mentioned
above. Theyodre stildl in the Gospels. Why?

And what about the early conflict between the Jewish and Gentile Christians? We only
know about this because itoés mentioned in Paul 0-s
Acts). Why is this still in bible?

Like the copying Monks we mentioned earlier, the most likely answer to all these
guestions is that early Christians regarded the Gospels as sacred texts i the Word of
God spoken through the writers of the Gospels. As a result, they believed that no mere
mortal should tamper with them.

Indeed, it would be regarded as the duty of early Christians to preserve these Gospels
as accurately as they could i inconsistencies, awkward details, difficult teachings and
all.

Summary

So, in summary, historical analysis suggests that the Gospels were written shortly after
Jesusb6 deat h. | t 6 syrephesent e faidyraecurdtei picteré oftheg hat t he
events of Je s uisadremembeeed and \@rifieddathoke who actually

witnessed these events.

Also, it would look like that care has been taken to avoid accidental or deliberate
modification of the Gospels and letters of Paul. We can therefore conclude that these
texts we read today are pretty accurate versions of the Gospels as they were originally
written.
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Is There Good Historical Evidence for Jesus outside the Bible?

| should start by saying that there is no reliable written document describing the life
death and Resurrection of Jesus that is contempc
letters.

This sometimes presents a difficulty for both Christians and non-Christians today. If the
eventsofJesusod | ife were so momentous, why were they
writers at the time?

I f 1 d6m honest, we dondét wultimately know the ansy
answer is rather mundane if we stop to consider who might have recorded this.

In the first century, there were very few people who could read and write. So clearly

there would be very few people capable of writir
However, people that were capable of writing about the events of Jesus life were Roman

and Greek administrators and Jewish scribes.

From a Roman and Greek perspective, Jesus would have been seen as just another
Jewish holy man who had stirred up the Jews in Jerusalem and was quickly dealt with
before he could cause any real trouble. These events were occurring in a tiny part of the
Roman Empire (see below) where this kind of thing happened regularly (Palestine was
as volatile then as it is now) i it would have hardly been worthy of mention.
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Judaea and Galilee

Jewish scribes working for the Jerusalem temple hierarchy may have written about
Jesus. Their view of Him too, was that he was just another in a long line of
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troublemakers who had delusions that he was the Messiah. As with the Romans, it
would have hardly been worthy of mention.

Further, if the Jewish scribes had written about Jesus, any documents would have had

to survive the destruction of Jerusalem by the F
into the details of the Jewish uprisings at these times, and the Roman response, other

than to say that the Romans ultimately flattened the city, destroyed the Jewish temple

completely and either killed or scattered the Jewish inhabitants. Not ideal conditions for

the survival of documents 1 particularly (in Jewish eyes) their less important, non-sacred

documents.

The Arch of Titus in Rome depicts scenes from the sack of the Temple in Jerusalem in A.D. 70.

So is that it? Well, actually no.

Although there are no reliable early documents describingJ esus 6 | i fe, there are
number of documents describing Jesuso6 early foll

e Josephus: 93AD
Josephus was a Jewish historian. I n this book,
arresting and executionrofhear Chfti 3é¢samnofiJames,

e Tacitus: 115AD
Tacitus was a Roman historian. In his history of Rome, he describes how Nero
persecuted Christians for (allegedly) starting the great fire of Rome in 64AD. The
reality (as Tacitus describes it) is that Nero himself ordered the fire to be started, to
clear land for development. He used the Christians of Rome as scapegoats and had
many executed in grotesque manners as a result.

e Pliny the Younger: 111AD

In one of his books, Pliny the Younger describes his own persecution of Christians
when he was governor of Bithynia in what is now north west Turkey.

Jesus: The Evidence. Page 21



What do these, admittedly brief, mentions of Christians tell us?

One thing it tells us is that there were sufficient numbers of people who saw themselves
as Christians in Rome in 64AD to be singled out for attention by Nero and blamed for the
great fire.

Something we can overlook in this well-known historical fact, is that to be a persecuted
minority (as the Christians were in Rome in 64AD), there have to be sufficient numbers
of this minority to come to the attention of the majority.

To use an example, consider asylum seekers in the UK. There have been people
seeking asylum in the UK for many years. However, they have only begun to be seen as

a group call ed whenshg humbars grevesigndicastly in the last few
years.
So, the reference in Tacitus tells us that, | es s

was a Christian community large enough and vocal enough to be noticed by the emperor
and be 0 worgedutioygio Romé. p e

The Pliny reference tells us that there was al sc
persecution (and of note) in north west Turkey towards the end of the 1% century AD.

Does Archaeology Support the Written Historical Evidence?

We set a lot of store in archaeology today. | guess this is because archaeology gives us
a direct link to history by producing objects from the past that we can see and touch.

However, does archaeology provide any evidence for Jesus being the Son of God?
Does archaeology provide supporting evidence to the places and events described in
the Gospels and letters of Paul?
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The picture above shows the reconstruction of a nail embedded in the foot bone of a
crucifixion victim. The smaller item next to it is an actual foot bone and nail found in
Palestine. This has been dated to the first century AD. Significantly, this bone was found
in a Jewish tomb. What this told archaeologists and historians was that the Romans
permitted Jewish crucifixion victims to be buried in accordance with Jewish customs and
tradition. Prior to this find, historians had been undecided about the fate of those Jews
crucified by the Romans. Many thought that Jewish corpses were just thrown on to the
municipal rubbish tip I as was the fate of non-Jewish crucifixion victims.

This has significance to the death of Jesus. It makes it more likely that He was buried in
atomb i as it says in the gospels.

The picture above shows the results of an archaeological dig in Nazareth. Although this
says nothing about the life of Jesus, it has demonstrated that there was a village at the
site of present day Nazareth in the first century 1 as it says in the gospels.

The next picture shows a replica of a Dead Sea scroll. As you probably know, the Dead
Sea Scrolls were discovered in 1947 and are written texts produced by the Essenes i a
Jewish sect that existed in 1% Century Palestine. These scrolls contain parts of the Old
Testament but also contain texts specifically relating to the life, beliefs and hopes of the
Essenes.
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The Dead Sea scrolls have no mention of Jesus, however they do help us to understand
the history of first century Palestine and the mindset of Jews living at that time. This, in
turn, helps us understand certain aspects of the Gospels i particularly relating to Jewish
Messianic expectations.

However, we have to be careful with archaeological finds.
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Burial practices in 1% century Palestine often involved the body being placed in a rock
tomb and left there to allow the flesh to decay. Some time later, the tomb would be
opened and the bones that were left would be placed in a box called an ossuary. Often,
this ossuary would contain the bones of several members of the same family i thus
reuniting family members in death.

The ossuary you see in this picture came to light in Israel a few years ago. On the side
of the ossuary is an inscription in Aramaic (the language of 1* century Palestine) that
reads fAJames, dmeadf ofoslephi,s Obr

This find caused a major stir in the archaeological world and was heralded as the most
significant find since the Dead Sea scrolls. Unfortunately subsequent investigation has
revealed this Afindod to be an el aborate hoax.

As there is so much interest in 1* century Palestinian archaeology, there is a market for
artifacts from this time. And as any capitalist
marketeers - honest or otherwise 1 to satisfy the demands of the market.

So care needs to be taken in assuming that every archaeological find is genuine.

Care also needs to be taken in not overstating the importance of archaeology in

providing evidence for Jesus. I think ités fair
provided definitive proof that Jesus is the Son of God.
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However, what | think we can say is that archaeology has not, to date, provided
information that is directly contradictory to the Gospels. In general, the consensus view
is that archaeology provides a generally supportive picture of the places and events
described in the gospels.

Summary of Part 1

e There is good evidence to say that the Gospels and the letters of Paul were written
shortly after Jesus6 deat h.

e As aresult of this, it is unlikely that these documents would have been subject to
much embellishment due to legends and myths developing around Jesus.

e We can therefore be confident that the Gospels, on the whole, provide a fairly
accurate view of the events in Jesusodo |

e The historical evidence fr om i nsi de and outside the
suggests that Christian belief developed very shortly after Jesus death and that it
spread very quickly (for a time that had no mass communications) through the
Roman Empire.

e We also saw that the Gospels and letters of Paul we read today are most likely to be
accurate versions of what was written nearly 2,000 years ago.

¢ Finally, we briefly mentioned that archeology provides a generally supportive picture
of the places and events mentioned in the Gospels.
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Part 2: Who was Jesus?

Introduction

The evidenti al sources described in Part 1 tell
Christians believed that Jesus was the Son of God and the Messiah.

Did they mistake a first century, Jewish, teacher, healer, exorcist and miracle worker for
something more than He was?

Are Christians today making the same mistake?

In Part 2, we will look more closely for clues within the evidential sources to try and
answer these questions.

Was Jesus Convinced that He Was the Son of God?

ltés someti mes suggested that, although Jesus se¢
man, He di dnot regard himself as the Son of God.
Afgood JewoO, Jesus would have r egphemausld such a Vvi e

However, a detailed study of the Gospels suggests that this is not the case.

I guess Jesusd6 view of Himself as the Son of Goc
written last i John.

In Part 1, | mentioned that the Gospel of John was the one written last (about 90 AD). If

you read John, youdll find that its Astyled and
the other three Gospels. Christianitheology is &
compared to the other three Gospels. This has prompted some historians and biblical

scholars to be more sceptical of the details of John. Their view is that, as John was

written once Christianity was more developed, this may have had an influence on the

content of John.

Personally, | have some sympathywi t h t hi s view. Thatdéds not to sa
Johnisworthlessii t 6s just that one may have to | ook <car
theology to see a clearer picture of Jesus.

So, to address this issue, we will limit our search for evidenceofJesus 6 vi ew of hi msel
to Ma r kGospel.

You will remember from Part 1 that Mark was the Gospel written first (some 30 years
after Jesusd death). We arendt certain who wrot e
AMar ko was John Mar k,ciplaePeteom mpani on of the dis

So, in Markdéds Gospel, what clues does Jesus (gi Ve

Jesus: The Evidence. Page 26



In Mark He forgives sins. In the miracle narratives, Jesus sometimes links the

physical or ment al affliction of the person ab
Afefulnesso. For example, in Mark Chapter 2, He
as a precursor to the healing of a paralytic. Now, as any good Jew knew, only God

can forgive sins.

Jesus knew the Jewish scriptures and teachings. In acting this way, He was directly
linking Himself with God. In Mark, it says that the Jewish religious authorities also
realised this and accused Him of blasphemy as a result.

He teaches on His own authority. Now, this might appear as a bit of a technicality,

but in Judaism, you required two people to conduct religious teaching T one to

Awitnessod what the other was teaching, and vic
point of teaching alone. He precedes many of h
the trutho. fAgdtsayWel ang dihendenish teacher in the 1%

Century would say somet hitanngd |hiekree: 0 sii la ntoetlhle ry otue :
standing next to me that will wverify that | 0om

So why is this important? A Jewish audience wouldknow t hat only God can A
on His own authority. Again, Jesus is directly linking Himself with God by teaching in
this way.

He refers to God as fAFathero or fAAbba (Aramaic
mi ght say again. | sadtoGas fieguhardyi nefleer €hr
doesndt mean that Christians believe that God

| guess the problem here is that we are used to the Christian view of having an

intimate father / child relationship with God i arelationship model ed on Jesus?®d

relationship with God. As a result, itds been
God as nNnFathero. However, to first century Jew
bl asphemous. Jews werené6ét even alitheowed to spea

tetragram YHWH - often pronounced Jehovah).

To refer to God

as ADad or Daddyo (Abba) woul d
eccentricias wel | as bl e

asphemous. Unl ess, of <cours

His miracles had symbolic meaning to those they were performed in front of

You may have seen the 2006 BBC television seri
programme, the symbolic importance of Jesusd m
demonstrated is that Jesusd miforthasé ehesawer e desi

them to see Jesus in a particular way.

If you have seen the programme, | may be going over old ground here. However,

what is clear is that these miraculous events often have similarities to events that are

described in the Old Testament relating to such Jewish figures such as Moses, Elijah

and Joshua. The view is that, by performing th
sometimes called in the gospels) in these particular ways, the Jewish audience who

witnessed the miracles would connect Jesus with these Jewish prophets and heroes.

The miracles also suggested to their audience that Jesus is God. | mentioned earlier
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that Jesus often linked healing to the forgiveness of sins. To His Jewish audience,
this was something only God could do.

Another miraclei i The <cal mi n g -atsd suggdsted te thoserwhnod
witnessed it that Jesus was God.

In this event, Jesus and His disciples are in an open boat on the Sea of Galilee when
they are caught in a violent storm. As the wind and waves rage and the boat begins
to fill with water, Jesus is sleeping at the back of the boat on a cushion (echoing,

incidentally, the story of Jonah). The discipl
you care i f we drown?o
Jesus gets up and shouts at the waves : AQui et , be stillo. At this

immediately abates.
Jesus then gives His disciples a hard time for their lack of faith in Him.

At this time, Jews believed that only God had control of the elements. Further, Jews

believed that S aderdhe waters bf saasandiakes. Fordesus to

take control of the wind and waves in this way was a clear sign to His followers that
HewasGodiand t hat He had contr ol over Satan. No
terrified and asked?eBebnot her wi nWhandswatwnhes o

I think itdéds fair to say that these points do nc
Son of God. However, they do indicate that it was very likely that He thought of Himself
in this way.

Was Jesus Massively Deluded to Think of Himself as the Son of
God?

ltés all very well thinking you are the Son of (
mental institutions and being cared for in the community that may think something
similar.

So, was Jesus also severely deluded to think of Himself in this way?

Therebs an interesting chapter in the book #AThe
where Lee Strobel interviews a psychologist who specialises in treating delusional

people.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the psychologist says that, from the Gospels, there are no hints

or indications that Jesus is exhibiting behaviour associated with people who have mental

problems.

As | 6ve suggested previously, |1 think the best v
read the Gospels for yourself.

When | did this for the first time a few years ago, | was surprised to find some
il luminating and awkward glimpses of Jesusd hume
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to find a serene, focused, consistent, God-like person. True enough, that was there.
What | didnét expect to find thoungbswas cl ear

For example:

e His anger at a fig tree.

e His frustration with the disciples.

e His weeping at the death of His friend Lazarus, even though He then brings him back
to life.

¢ His fear the night before His execution.

What | found was a clear picture of Jesus as a human being and of being God at the
same time and exhibiting behaviour one might expect from both i all mixed together in a
rather complex way. What | saw in the Gospels was one of the central themes of
Christianityi t hat fAGod became mano.

Wh at I di dnot

fi ,
psychol ogist, bu the human Jesus seemed t o me

Did Jesus Unintentionally or Deliberately Mislead His Followers
so that they Believed He was the Son of God?

It looks from the Gospels that Jesus saw Himself as the Son of God and the Messiah.
There are no clues in the Gospels to suggest He was massively deluded.

However, what if He unintentionally misled the disciples so that they believed He was
the Son of God? What if He sincerely believed He was the Son of God i but was just

wrong?

What if the whole thing just fgotevoutionaryof hand?o
fervour of 1% Century Palestine i with Jesus caught in the middle?

Alternatively, what if He deliberately misled the disciples? What if He had some other
agenda for saying He was the Son of God? What if all the miracles and healings were
actually sleight of hand, deceptions and magic tricks?

Honestly Mistaken?

Earlier, we discussed whether Jesus was severely deluded (mad if you prefer) to think

nd though was any erratic unst
t

e\

t hat He was the Son of God. My guess is that we¢

thatitbs unl i kely He had Aserious ment al health pro

But what if He unintentionally misled His followers? What if He sincerely believed He
was the Son of God T but was just wrong?

This is a common argument put forward by non-Christians. To quote the atheist Richard

Dawkins in his current best sefl A efrqu ritThh ep dGodi Diell it

almost too obvious to need mentioning, is that Jesus was honestly mistaken [that He
was the Son of God]. Pl enty of people areo.
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Well indeed, plenty of people are honestly mistaken about all kinds of things (even me!).
I't doesndét make them (or me) mad.

However, what is crucially important here is what one is honestly mistaken about.

I f | was to say to you: Al 6 m a cacra@!'MNowd knowitNo r eal |y
sounds wunlikely, what with carrots being vegetat
human being, but beli ewwmtwonddyduthmk® al so a carroto

The politest thing would probably be that | need to have a bit of sit down and have a
drink of water to clear my head (or get back in the vegetable basket).

er, if | was to say to you: AChristmas day
itds a Tuesday but , Tbwhadt woaldywu thirk? I know it

7~y ™S

Youdd probabl y t hinfonmed (it Wwaa on a Tuesday svhemliwsote this, by
the way), but you wouldndét think | was off my he

So, what am | saying?

Il &m saying that there are some things you can be
¢ a nrénember something, are misguided, misinformed or ignorant of the facts. In other

words, youdbre honestly mistaken, but not wrong i
things that you can be honestly mistaken about (
Son of God) that also require you to have a screw loose.

I n short, if you think youdére God then youbre ei

Further, if you think you are God and are prepared to do something about it by going on
a mission that collects followers, challenges the established religious order and ends up
getting you killed (as Jesus did), then you really are wrong in the head i or God.

AfnThe Life of Briano Effect

But what about the other explanation | mentioned. What if the wholethi ng j ust f@Agot ou
hando in the whole Messi anCentarpRblestirevwithut i onary f
Jesus caught in the middle?

I suppose you could call this AThe Life of Briar
AMonty Python®.s ILn fiighe degBriabe @hidrof a Roman Centurion

and Terry Jones - is mistaken by a group of Jewish zealots for the Messiah. Despite his

best efforts, everything he says or does makes his growing band of followers believe

more strongly that he is the Messiah.

I f you havenodt seen the film, itds a cracking saeé
bigotry and dogmatism that can give organised religion a bad name. There are also

some touching references -iwhoistcdnductihg Hismission t he HfAr ec¢
at the same time as Brian, but is always just off-screen.

So, was Jesus just fAcaught wup in eventso |ike Br
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