The Historicity of Jesus of Nazareth

Most people accept without question the historical reality of the person Jesus of Nazareth.  Nonetheless, some people, who call themselves “mythicists,” consider him a myth and try to dispute his real existence.
  

1. History of the Debate

Some of the first to argue against Jesus’ existence were the Constantin-Francois Volney and Charles Francois Dupuis, participants in the French Revolution of the 18th century.  They felt that the “Jesus myth” arose from pagan worship of the sun.  In the 19th century, the German Brono Bauer taught that the person of Jesus was a creation of the Early Church.  Van Voorst writes about Bauer: 

Bauer was the first to systematically argue that Jesus did not exist…. Roman and Jewish witnesses to Jesus were late, secondary or forged…. Christianity and its Christ, Bauer argued, were born in Rome and Alexandria, where adherents of Roman Stoicism, Greek Neo-Platonism, and Judaism combined to found a new religion that needed a founder.

In 1900, John Robertson wrote in “Christianity and Mythology” that the myth of Jesus derived from the pagan perception of the changing seasons, that is, the cycles of “death and resurrection” in nature.  A little later, in 1909, Arthur Drews published “The Myth of Christ,” which heavily influenced Karl Marx.  This opinion, consequently, found wide acceptance in Soviet circles.

William Smith advanced the view that the idea of Jesus as the Lamb of God came from the myth of Agni, the Hindu god of fire.  In the 20th century, the Englishman George Wells supported the theory of the mythological Jesus.  Van Voorst describes his view: “Wells explains Jesus as a mythical figure arising from Paul’s mysticism, for whom the late first century Christians had to fabricate a life story.”
 

Among modern adherents to this theory, we may mention the systematic theologian Robert Price, and Frank Zindler, the former president of the American Atheists. 

We must take into consideration, though, the relative novelty of this theory.  Bart Ehrman appropriately comments:

Every single source that mentions Jesus up until the eighteenth century assumed that he actually existed….  Not even the Jewish and pagan antagonists who attacked Christianity and Jesus himself entertained the thought that he never existed…. One might well call it a modern myth, the myth of the mythical Jesus.

2. Theories of the Origin of the “Jesus Myth”

Mythicists attempt in various ways to explain where the “Jesus myth” came from.  One of the more common theories states that in antiquity myths already existed telling the story of a god that died and rose again.  It is claimed that the Jesus myth started in the same manner.  Ehrman explains, “Jesus, in this view, was the Jewish version of the pagan fertility deity, invented by Jews as a dying and rising god.”

Several facts, though, run contrary to this position.  First, as we will see later, there are numerous witnesses to the earthly life of Jesus, which are absent in regard to the existence of these pagan gods.  Second, contrary to expectations, Jesus earthly life began in humble circumstances: born in a stable to poor parents, raised in a small village in Galilee, worked as a carpenter.  This narrative is not what one would expect about a mythological god, who reportedly appeared in history.
 

In addition, we must consider the reason for Jesus’ death.  Unlike other “mythological gods” (with rare exceptions), he died for the redemption of sins to satisfy God’s justice, as predicted in the Old Testament (see Isaiah 53).  Furthermore, the idea of resurrection from the dead does not trace back to mythology, but is rooted in the Old Testament eschatological expectation of a future life for God’s people free from death (see Dan 12:2; Isa 26:19).
  So then, there is no need to resort to mythology to discover the origin of the expectation for future physical resurrection.  The Old Testament teaches it. 

Another view proposes that the Early Church formed the person of Jesus from narratives of Old Testament heroes.  Matthew, for example, draws many parallels between Jesus and Moses, and Luke – between Jesus and Elijah.  Is it possible that these Old Testament stories formed the basis for the “Jesus myth?”  Here we must consider that parallels between biblical figures in no way forces the conclusion that one of them is mythological.  Writers of literary works throughout history have employed this literary device.  If we apply this theory to literature in general, we will have to conclude that many famous figures of history never existed.

George Wells advanced a similar theory that the Early Church “created” Jesus as an incarnation of the divine wisdom, described in Proverbs, chapter 8.  Paul, supposedly, supported this understanding in 1 Corinthians, chapters 1-2, speaking of the mystery of God’s wisdom.  However, even a brief glance at this position reveals its weakness.  In 1 Corinthians 1-2, Paul is not speaking of an incarnation of divine wisdom, but of the need to receive wisdom from God.  In addition, the “divine wisdom” of Proverbs 8 lacks many features key to the person of Christ: his virgin birth, redemptive death, physical resurrection, and many more.
 

Others note similarities between the story of Jesus and the first century myth of Mithraism.  In both cases, we have a person who experienced a supernatural birth and endured a redemptive death.  The assumption is that the Early Church borrowed the story of Jesus from Mithraism.

On the other hand, in comparing Christianity and Mithraism, one must note the following.  First, the story of the god Mithras is clearly mythological.  Nash comments, “Mithra was supposedly born when he emerged from a rock; he was carrying a knife and torch and wearing a Phrygian cap.  He battled first with the sun and then with a primeval bull, thought to be the first act of creation.  Mithra slew the bull, which then became the ground of life for the human race.”
  The New Testament, though, is a serious historical document, possessing all the characteristics of genuine narrative.

Second, Mithraism spread and flourished after the appearance of Christianity, and so it was an unlikely source for the formation of Christian faith.  Third, significant differences exist: Mithras came from a rock, Jesus from a virgin; Jesus rose from the dead, Mithras did not, etc.
 

Nonetheless, critics of the historicity of Jesus note certain common features between Mithraism and Early Christian practice.
  First, the birth of Mithras was celebrated during the winter equinox, about the time of Christmas.  Second, Mithras was depicted with a halo, which is also a common artistic depiction of Jesus.  Third, the leader of Mithraism was a “pope.”  

Also remarkable is Mithraism’s depiction of a key that opens the door to heaven, which resembles the Christian “keys of the Kingdom of Heaven.”  In Mithraism, the priests wore a mitre, which Christian bishops also wore in later years of Church history.  Other parallels include conducting a sacred supper similar to the Catholic mass, and a weekly worship service on Sunday.  

On the other hand, one might object that the majority of these examples are not common features with biblical Christianity, but are more characteristic of the Roman Catholic Church.  It is more likely that the Roman Church, not early Christians, embraced these common features with Mithraism. 

In defense of the “Mithraism theory,” some see a connection between Mithraism’s involvement with astrology and the account in Matthew chapter 2 about magi seeing the star of Messiah in the East.  Mithraism arose, in fact, in connection with the shift in the first century AD from the astrological age of Aries to the age of Pisces.  In refutation, we recall that Christianity traces it roots not to astrology, but to Old Testament messianic prophecy.
  

Finally, some connect the fact that Mithraism was one of the so-called “mystery religions” of antiquity with the New Testament use of the term “mystery.”  In the New Testament, however, the term did not share this meaning with Mithraism, but was used to denote those aspects of God’s plan that were once hidden, but are now revealed in the New Testament. 

3. Historical Testimony to Jesus’ Existence

One can substantiate the historicity of Jesus of Nazareth both by biblical and secular sources.  We will begin with the latter.  Later, we will investigate the historical reliability of the New Testament, which will, of course, further confirm the real existence of its main subject – Jesus of Nazareth. 

а. The Testimony from Secular Sources

The first-century Roman historian Tacitus, in the 15th chapter of his Annals, wrote the following in the context of Nero’s persecution of Christians:  “Christus, the founder of the name, had undergone the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius, by sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilatus.”
 

Critics of the historicity of Jesus object that Tacitus was not an eyewitness of these events, and that he received his account from Jesus’ disciples.
  On the other hand, Tacitus was a serious historian, whose work is highly respected.  Additionally, historians usually are not eyewitnesses to the events they record.  If we required all historians to be eyewitnesses, we would doubt the veracity of nearly all history.  The question is not whether Tacitus was an eyewitness, but whether he was a reliable historian.  It is also insignificant that Tacitus called Christ “Christus,” since that is a Latin variation on his name.  In addition, just prior to the citation above, Tacitus mentions Christianity as the faith the “Christus” founded.  

Our next reference is from Pliny the Younger, governor of Bithynia in the second century.  He wrote Emperor Trajan concerning Christians, “They were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day before it was light, when they sang in alternate verses a hymn to Christ, as to a god,…”
  Here we encounter a group of people from the second century, who believed in the existence of Jesus and worshipped him. 

At about this same time, the Roman historian Suetonius wrote concerning Claudius’ exile of Jews from Rome: “Since the Jews constantly made disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled them from Rome.”
  Many feel that the disturbance among the Jews concerned the messianic claims of Christians about Jesus.  The Book of Acts also records this event (Acts 18:2).  Thus, we add another early testimony to Jesus’ existence.

Next, the second-century satirist and opponent of Christianity, Lucian of Samosata, wrote in his work Passing of Peregrinus that Christ was crucified in Palestine, because he introduced this new cult (i.e. Christianity) into the world, and that Christians worshipped a crucified sophist and observed his law.
  Mythicists again object that Lucian was not an eyewitness,
 but we have already responded to that objection in our discussion of Tacitus.  In addition, since Lucian was an enemy of Christianity, what would motivate him to acknowledge Jesus’ existence, if he knew him to be a fable? 

The famous first-century Jewish historian, Flavius Josephus, also wrote about Jesus, that Pilate “condemned him to the cross” (Antiquities, 18.3.3), and that Ananus “assembled the sanhedrin of judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James” (Antiquities, 20.9.1).
  Again, the fact that Josephus was not an eyewitness does not discredit his testimony. 

Some feel, however, that the quote in Antiquities, 18.3.3 does not come from the historian himself, but is a later interpolation by Christians.
  The entire citation reads as follows: 

Now, there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works – a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure.  He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles.  He was [the] Christ; and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him, for he appeared to them alive again the third day, as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him.”
Since Josephus was not a Christian, his acknowledgment of Jesus as the risen Christ is indeed suspect.  Yet, we find a more modest assessment of Jesus in the Arabian version of this passage.  It may indeed be closer to the original.

At this time there was a wise man named Jesus.  His conduct was good and [he] was known to be virtuous.  And many people from among the Jews and the other nations became his disciples.  Pilate condemned him to be crucified and to die.  But those who became his disciples did not abandon his discipleship.  They reported that he had appeared to them three days after his crucifixion, and that he was alive; accordingly he was perhaps the Messiah, concerning whom the prophets have recounted wonders.

Next, we read in the Babylonian Talmud of a certain Yeshu (i.e. Jesus): 

On the eve of the Passover Yeshu was hanged.  For forty days before the execution took place, a herald went forth and cried, “He is going forth to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Anyone who can say anything in his favor, let him come forward and plead on his behalf.”  But since nothing was brought forward in his favor he was hanged on the eve of the Passover (b. Sanhedrin, 43a).

Clearly, there are some inaccuracies in this account.  At the same time, it remains a valuable testimony to Jesus’ existence and execution.  The objection, again, that the rabbis were not eyewitnesses and likely just echoing the disciples’ story is unconvincing.
  They were enemies of Christianity and would have taken every opportunity to discredit the “Jesus myth,” had he never existed. 

Some explain the Talmudic reference to be an account of Jesus confused with another similar account.  A certain Yeshu ben Pandera was reputed to be a miracle worker, and was executed by stoning and hanging on Passover eve in Jerusalem.  Another figure, Yeshu ben Stada suffered a similar fate.
  Although we cannot rule out this possibility, we must recall that the rabbis of that time were in opposition not to the followers of Yeshu ben Pandera or Yeshu ben Stada, but to the followers of Yeshu ben Joseph.  

We find another interesting reference in a letter from a certain Mara Bar-Serapion, a first-century Stoic from Syria, who wrote to his son from prison, “What advantage did the Jews gain from executing their wise King?”
  Additionally, Justin Martyr cites the document The Acts of Pilate, which speaks of Jesus’ death: “After He was crucified they cast lots upon His vesture, and they that crucified Him parted it among them.  And that these things did happen, you can ascertain from the Acts of Pontius Pilate” (First Apology, 35).

In addition, we may appeal to the testimony of a certain Phlegon, a freed slave of Emperor Hadrian, who lived in the first and second centuries.  His testimony is found in Origen’s Against Celsus: “Jesus, while alive, was of no assistance to himself, but that he arose after death, and exhibited the marks of his punishment, and showed how his hands had been pierced by nails” (Against Celsus, 2.59).
Finally, we must keep in mind that the historicity of the person of Jesus not only finds confirmation in the works of historians and writers of antiquity, but that no one at that time ever denied his existence.  The idea that Jesus never existed arose only in modern times.  Those who lived closer to the time of Christ never doubted that he was a real person. 

b. The New Testament Testimony
 

Mythicists defend the position that the original source for the life history of Jesus is the Gospel of Mark, and that its author (not Mark, by the way) “transformed” the mythical Jesus into a historical person.  This occurred at the end of the first century, when the Gospel of Mark was supposedly written. 

This position works off the well-accepted theory that the Gospel of Mark was the first to be written, and that it was employed in the composition of the Gospels of Luke and Matthew.  We can concur with this general construal, but will show how this does not undermine, but rather confirms the historicity of Jesus of Nazareth.  

Moreland advances the following arguments in defense of an early date for Mark’s Gospel.  First, the Book of Acts was clearly written before the death of the apostle Paul (64 AD) and the destruction of Jerusalem (70 AD), since the book makes no mention of these crucial historical events.  Second, the Gospel of Luke was written before the Book of Acts, the latter being the second volume of Luke’s works (see Luke 1:3 and Acts 1:1).  Third, if Luke employed the Gospel of Mark in writing his own, then Mark’s Gospel chronologically precedes Luke’s and becomes a very early witness to the earthly life of Jesus, dating from the mid-first century.
  

It follows that if there really was no Jesus, Mark would have found it quite difficult to convince his contemporaries, living in the mid-first century, that Jesus really did exist.  In order for the mythicists’ theory to be plausible, Mark would have had to write his “fairytale” story of Jesus at a much later date.

Furthermore, Mark’s Gospel shows signs of dependence on still earlier sources for Jesus’ life history, which Mark employed.  Mark quotes Aramaic expressions of Jesus, which was the native tongue in first-century Palestine, yet Mark writes the Gospel itself in Greek (see Mark 5:41; 15:34).  This means that Mark had access to early Aramaic sources or oral tradition of the actual words of Jesus. 

Finally, a late first-century, early second-century witness, Papias, testified that Mark received his Gospel material from the apostle Peter.  In Papias’ words, “And the presbyter said this.  Mark having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately whatsoever he remembered… Mark made no mistake in thus writing some things as he remembered them.  For of one thing he took especial care, not to omit anything he had heard, and not to put anything fictitious into the statements (Papias, Fragment 6).”
 
Moreover, Ehrman appeals to many other sources of Jesus’ life besides the Gospel of Mark.  Scholars generally agree concerning a lost document called “Q,” which contained many sayings of Jesus.  Its existence is proven by word for word agreement between many quotations from Jesus found in Matthew and Luke, but absent in Mark.  This means that Matthew and Luke employed not only Mark in writing their Gospels, but the Q document as well, which serves as another testimony to the reality of Jesus and his words. 

In addition, the Gospels of Matthew and Luke contain material that is unique to each of them.  It follows that Matthew and Luke had access to still other sources on Jesus.  Luke admits to this in Luke 1:1-3, and Matthew undoubtedly drew on his personal experience with Jesus.  The Gospel of John differs greatly from all the Synoptic Gospels, which testifies of still another source for the life of Jesus.

 Additionally, Acts 20:35 is a quotation from Jesus that is absent in all four Gospels, showing the existence of still another ancient source.  Also in Acts, we read the sermons of the earliest apostles, who all testify to the reality of Jesus.  

The apostle Paul speaks freely and confidently of Jesus’ existence, and his works are commonly believed to have preceded Mark’s.  Paul knows of Jesus not only by personal revelation (on the road to Damascus), but he received the Gospel tradition from those who were apostles before him (see Galatians 2).  He speaks of passing on tradition, which he assumedly received from them (1 Cor 11:2; 15:3-8; 2 Thess 2:15; 3:6).  Before his conversion, Paul was a persecutor of the Church, and therefore personally knew early Christians who believed in the person of Jesus. 

Finally, early Fathers of the Church from the late first century, namely Papias and Clement of Rome, speak of Jesus as a real person.  Papias also relates having contact with those who personally knew the apostles of Jesus, from whom he received information about him.
  

Thus, we have an abundance of very early, independent testimonies to the existence of Jesus of Nazareth.  Someone creating a “Jesus myth” would have done it much later.  If they created it in the mid-first century, then the contemporaries of this supposed “Savior,” who never really existed, would certainly have uncovered the deception.  The silence of Jesus’ contemporaries on this score convincingly settles the question.    

4. Objections to the Historicity of Jesus 

We will conclude our investigation of Jesus’ historicity by answering several objections raised by mythicists.  First, the name “Jesus,” which is Yeshua in Hebrew, means “Savior.”  Critics feel that the Early Church created the name along with the fictitious character in order to dramatize his supposed role as Savior in this myth.
  

We respond that Jesus name certainly coincides with his role.  Yet it cannot be excluded that this correspondence was not created by the Church, but by the foreknowledge and plan of God.  According to the biblical narrative, Jesus received his name from God through an angel as a sign to people of his saving mission (Matt 1:21). 

Second, those rejecting Jesus’ historicity appeal to the so-called “search for the historical Jesus.”  Some scholars challenge the reliability of some biblical accounts of his life and ministry.  Mythicists feel that their doubt of New Testament reliability supports their cause.
  At the same time, these same scholars in no way deny Jesus’ existence, just some of the supernatural events attributed to him.  In addition, not all scholars view the New Testament in this way.  This approach is characteristic of liberal scholars, while conservative biblical scholars accept the entire New Testament as historically accurate.

Another objection is voiced: if Jesus was such a great religious leader in the first century, then why is so little said of him in world history?
  The fact is that much was written about Jesus, not by secular historians, but by his disciples, which is what one would expect.  Roman historians and Greek writers showed little interest in religious movements in Palestine.  In addition, at that time, Jesus confined his ministry to the regions in and around Israel.  Therefore, it is not surprising that first-century Roman historians make little note of him.  McGrath writes: 

Roman historians pay no attention to Christianity at all, except when it causes social or political disturbances.  Even then, their chief interest concerns those disturbances, rather than the basis of the beliefs of those who were causing them.

They could hardly have foreseen that what seemed in the first century to be nothing more than an obscure Palestinian sect would one day come to dominate the Roman Empire!

Mythicists also note that in his epistles, which were written before the Gospels, Paul makes little mention of the biographical details of Jesus’ life, or of his teaching.  They assume that Paul did not believe in a historical Jesus, but in a mythological one, who “died and rose” in the manner of other mythological gods of antiquity. 

Critics overlook, though, Paul’s frequent mentions of the earthly life of Jesus, as seen in the following examples:

· his birth: Rom 1:3; Gal. 4:4

· his descent from David: Rom 1:3

· his brothers: 1 Cor 9:5; Gal 1:18-19

· his ministry: Rom 15:8

· his teaching: 1 Cor 7:10; 9:14

· his conducting the Lord’s Supper: 1 Cor 11:22-24

· his history in total: Phil 2:6-11; 1 Tim 3:16

One must also consider that Paul’s goal in writing his epistles was not to trace the biographical details of Jesus’ life, but to exercise pastoral care for his churches and teach them how to apply the redemptive work of Christ to their lives.
  

Yet, it still may seem strange that Paul cites Jesus’ teaching so infrequently, especially when it confirms his own teaching.  This question may go unanswered, but, as Ehrman concludes, “What we can know is that Paul certainly thought that Jesus existed.”
  Van Voorst agrees, “Almost all readers of Paul assume on good evidence that Paul regards Jesus as a historical figure, not a mythical or mystical one.”
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