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Christianity Revealed
Seeking Jesusin History

Dr M D Magee

The history of Christianity is remarkable for many things, not least for the resilience of
the faith despite vast historical changes, the “infinite variety” of the formsit can take
and the changing ways in which, over the last 20 centuries men and women have seen
Jesus, and worshipped him as “the Christ”.

The roots for this saga are the four gospels, our chief source of direct information about
Jesus. These, however, are aways tendentious, often contradictory and sometimes
demonstrably wrong. According to medieval scholar and Christian, Jaroslav Pelikan
(Jesus through the Ages, Yale University Press, 1985), the Jesus they yield “resembles
a set of paintings more closely than a photograph”. Since people see in them what they
want, amirror might be a more accurate analogy. Believers always convince
themselves that they—and usually they alone—have come face to face with the “true”
Jesus.
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The Slippery Christ

People have offered a bewildering variety of pictures of Jesus, including the cosmic
Christ, creator of the universe; the Christ crucified of the medieval world; the mystic
“bridegroom of the soul”; Christ as the prototype of the Renaissance “universal man”
or the Enlightenment’ s “teachet of reason” and the modern resurgence of Christ the
liberator.

Even so, his story becomes rather thin in the modern era when the Jesus of history
began to dethrone the Christs of faith. A liberal, western European Christian of today is
likely to be chary of the Emperor Constantine, who made Christianity the official
religion of the Empire, not because he was an awful tyrant who murdered his wife and
was so hated by the population of Rome he had to move his capital to a different city,
but because he obtained the throne with God' s supposed help in sending the miracle of
across in the heavens saying “Conquer by this’.

Today’s Christian is certain that the essential message of Jesus was not to go around
conguering in his name but that we should love one another. The biblical scholar, C H
Dodd, was less sure. He pointed out that, in the gospels, Jesus is credited with few
sayings about love for one' s fellow men, and what he does say would have been
commonplace among first century Pharisaic Jews. The urgency of his message was
elsewhere.

The Jesus that emerged from the historical work was a Jew of his time—atime when
the Jews were in rebellion against the foreign oppressors, the Romans. Jesus was an
Essene who expected from the signs of the timesthe literal coming of the Kingdom of
God in the lifetime of those whom he addressed.

He called upon Jews to repent, and to make ready for this divine intervention in which,
as the signs multiplied, he saw himself as playing the role of liberator or the earthly
saviour of the Jews. If he did his part and the Jews repented, then God would respond
by sending the angel Michael and his heavenly armies to defeat the Satanic Romans
and join heaven and earth together as a home for the righteous.

But the events he prophesied did not come to pass. Instead, he endured the ignominy of
the Roman crucifixion. Within the movement which sprang up after this death a
process or metamorphosis took place by which the proclaimer became the proclaimed,
the rebel was acclaimed as God, and the Christs of faith began to rise, like bad odours,
from the corpse of the Jesus of history. In the quest for the historical Jesus there are
more bad odours generated by Christian scholars than feasible pictures, but Christians
do not mind, as long as the exasperated doubter gives up the quest and remains within
the fold of the believing flock.
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It is fashionable these days to speak of three “quests’ for the historical Jesus, though, of
course, there has only ever been one quest, and it will continue while the supernatural
Jesusis claimed by Christians to be historical. Honest people, some of them Christians,
consider research on the historical Jesus as demanded by historical inquiry and the need
to reach an adequate theology. But usually Christians say they are concerned with a
living Jesus not a historical one. One apol ogist argues.

“If the expression the real Jesusisused at al, it should not refer to a historically
reconstructed Jesus. Such aJesusisnot ‘real’ in any sense, except as a product of
scholarly imagination. The Christian’s claim to experience the ‘real Jesus' in the
present, on the basis of religious experience and conviction, can be challenged on a
number of fronts (religious, theological, moral), but not historically.”

The quest for the historical Jesus is therefore valueless to evangelical Christians whose
beliefs do not depend on historical facts. Interest in the historical Jesus signifiesa
failure of faith. For them, ignoranceis bliss.

It always has been for most Christians because no priest or preacher wantsto spill the
gravy boat and no punter wants to lose the fantasy of their imaginary friend, Jesus.
Belief in himisaform of MPD, and should be treated in the same way—~by psychiatry.
The reason is that the Christian Jesusis obviously not historical. It will be impossible
ever to get a consensus on what the life of the historical Jesus was, because no
Christian will accept history, so the quest will be an eternal merry-go-round.

Nevertheless, the quests have led to a good idea of who the historic Jesus was, for
rational historically minded people, and broadly it was the very first Jesus offered by
Reimarus, who is considered to have initiated the “first” quest, the second having been
launched by Bultmann and those of his era, and the third or modern quest having been
founded in the seventies with Jewish scholars and some skeptical Christians prominent,
and heavily dependent on the hypothetical pre-Christian document called “Q”.

The primary sources are still the four gospels. The hypothesis that makes best sense of
the relations among the gospelsis that Matthew and L uke independently used Mark
and another source Q. John is seen as essentially independent of the others, of little
historical worth and that overlaid with mythology. No gospel writers witnessed the
events they describe. The gospel of John is not narrative, it is only Christology. The
biblical quest for the historical Jesusis confined to the three synoptic gospels. The
narratives, in the three synoptic gospels, add up to only thirty-one days of Jesus'slife,
and hisministry lasted about ayear and a half. Thisis not much of a base for a history
of Jesus.
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Little external evidence supports the biblical evidence of the historicity of Jesus, but
thisistrue of the Old Testament as well as the New Testament. No archeological
evidence has been unearthed for the Mount Sinai where Moses was said to have
recelved the Ten Commandments; none for the flight from Egypt by the Israglites; none
for a battle of Jericho where the walls could not have come tumbling down because the
town had no walls at that time; none for the military conquest of Canaan, none for
David, Solomon, and so on. The Christian scriptures are equally unreliable history.

Since the middle of the twentieth century, however, the Dead Sea Scrolls have revealed
to anyone not besotted by the lies of Christian “revelation” the true source of the beliefs
of Jesus. The scrolls not only revealed a diverse Judaism which freely employed
dualism more familiar to us from the language of earlier Mazdaism and later
gnosticism, but aso they alerted usto diversitiesin understanding Torah. They have
also stimulated new attention to the works of Josephus and Philo. Nevertheless, we still
have lacunae to fill, and have to make judgements where there are gaps, and thisis
where the Christians are able to obfuscate.

An analogy isthis. The Romans are on one bank of the Rhine. A little later, they are on
the other bank. How did they get there? The true answer is, if that is all we know, we
cannot say for sure how they got over theriver. Nevertheless, if someone said the river
parted and they were able to cross dryshod, we would say they were insane. Y et that
would be the Christian answer. The historian would boringly say that the Romans built
abridge, or used boats, both feasible answers. That a miracle happened is not.

In the quest for the historical Jesus, the theologians come up with a mass of unfeasible
answers just to leave the faithful saying: “I might as well believe what I’ ve aways
believed, that the waters parted”. So we get Christian scholars coming up with theories:

» the Germans pretended to be Romans,

» the Romans walked under theriver,

« they went viathe Behring strait,

» they stood on the backs of whales,

* they tunnelled under,

o they did it by mirrors,

* they flew over,

« dliens took them over,

« they were not Romans but were Vikings, and so on.

Plenty of Jesuses can be imagined but few of them meet the criteria of feasible history
and most can be discounted.
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Some Questers

Thefirst historical quest of a Jesus unadulterated by theological mud came out of the
eighteenth century Enlightenment. It aimed to use the Jesus of history asan ally in the
struggle against the tyranny of church dogma and power in setting belief and practice.
The first to undertake a scientific investigation was the German orientalist Hermann
Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768) who wrote a 4,000 page manuscript titled The Aims of
Jesus and His Disciples. Gotthold Lessing published it posthumously in 1774,
Reimarus like Copernicus being worried by the consequences, but it received little
attention until Strauss published his own famous work fifty years later.

Reimarus saw in Jesus of Nazareth a Jewish messianic revolutionary whose failure led
his followers to steal his body and create a new story of Jesus based on aspects of
Jewish messianism. The Christian religion did not grow out of the teaching of Jesus. It
emerged new from these failed expectations.

His major points were:

» We should draw an absolute distinction between the writings of the later church and
what Jesus might have said.

» Jesus spoke as a Jew—Christian readings cannot be attributed to him.

» Jesus performed no miracles.

» He was a man not a god.

* His notion of the Kingdom of God was the messianic expectation of Jews at the time.

Karl Friedrich Bahrdt (1741-1792) wrote afictitious life of Jesus but one with clever
Insights. Jesus was reared by the Essenes and studied Plato and Aristotle under Greek
teachers. He performed no miracles, and in later life became a senior brother of the
Essenes. He learned that he must die, like Socrates, and Luke and Nicodemus plotted
how to bring this about. They rescued Jesus from the tomb and Luke’'s medicine
brought Jesus to health. After afew physical appearances, mentioned in scripture, Jesus
retired to the Essene community where he died in old age.

In 1835, David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874) published atwo volume life of Jesus,
revised in 1839, and again in 1864. Strauss argued that one needed to unravel the
historical Jesus from the overlaid myths and miracle stories of the evangelists. He
concluded that:

 None of the gospel writers was awitness of the events they discussed. Their accounts
were second hand.

 Every story prior to Jesus's baptism is a fabrication.

 The story of Jesus calling twelve disciplesis not historical.

» None of the miracles happened.

» The gospel of John is acomplete fabrication.
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Bruno Bauer (1809-1882) wrote alife of Jesus in which he concluded:

» Matthew and L uke copied from Mark and added nothing new to the story. Jesus'slife
rests on one person who was not a witness.

» The gospel of John contains no historical material at all.

» The birth stories are literary inventions.

* All the writings of Paul are fictitious.

» The Jews did not expect a Messiah and Jesus did not claim to be one.

The Frenchman, Joseph Ernest Renan (1823-1892), followed with his Vie de Jésusin
1860 in which he romanticised Jesus as a great moral teacher, but no more. His Life of
Jesus emphasised the unhistorical gospel of John which prompted Albert Schweitzer to
comment:

“Thereis scarcely any other work on the subject which so abounds in lapses of bad
taste... It is Christian art in the worst sense of the term... Thereisinsincerity inthe
book from beginning to end.”

Martin Kahler, in The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic Biblical Christ, 1896,
concluded that a biography of Jesus was impossible. He argued that as the Jesus of
history was inseparable from the Christ of faith and yet since the New Testament
mainly concerns itself with the latter as does the church—and it is this Christ that has
influenced history, scholars should only be interested in the Christ of faith. He
concluded

“1 regard the entire Life of Jesus movement asablind aley.”

At the turn of the 20th century Heinrich Julius Holtzman devel oped the theory of
Mark’s priority as the first gospel of the synoptics and argued that we can know the
historical Jesus by unravelling the connexions and borrowings between the gospels. He
firmly denied that it was:

“...possible to describe the historical figure of the one from whom Christianity derives
its very name and existence in such away asto satisfy all just claims of scrupulous
historical critical investigation.”

Albert Schweitzer published his The Quest of the Historical Jesusin 1906. He reviewed
and exposed the fallibility of the previous lives of Jesus and the problem of whether
anything could be safely known about him. He found previous questors had fashioned
Jesus according to their own worldview. Theinitial questors were rationalists trying to
discredit traditional Christian teaching. Counter quests were Christian theologians
hoping to to fend off the criticism by building from theological bricks a*“real Jesus’.
The result of the latter was a Jesus whose message of a “spiritual kingdom” was that of
nineteenth century German Protestantism.
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Thiswas a hugely important discovery for Christians who ever since have been able to
say that any historical Jesusis merely areflexion of its author’ s prejudices and can be
discounted. It seems that any Christian version is not a product of prejudice and must
be accepted. Schweitzer concluded:

» Jesus was an eschatological Jewish leader, convinced the world wasin the End Time,
who tried and failed in a mistaken mission to bring in the kingdom of God. No one had
properly recognised this.

» The quests had been fruitless.

* There isno history of Jesus that can be discovered, and:

“In the last resort this book can only express the misgivings about the historical Jesus
as depicted by modern theology. There is nothing more negative than the results of the
critical study of the life of Jesus.”

Nineteenth century research into the so-called “ Pseudepigrapha’ of the Hebrew Bible,
had revealed new insights into Palestinian Judaism—a prominent trend had been
apocalyptic. The teachings and activity of Jesus could not be honestly examined
without reference to Jewish eschatology. The recognition of Jesus's “thoroughgoing
eschatology” is Schweitzer’ s unassailable contribution to scholarship. He upheld
Johannes Weiss who had convincingly shown, in The Preaching of Jesus concerning
the Kingdom of God, that Jesus taught pure eschatology.

No modern Christian commentator likes to think about it, because it answers too much.
Schweitzer himself hated the idea but, unlike modern Christian “scholars’ he did not
try to escape from his honest conclusions. Jesus was a first century Jewish leader intent
on seeing in the cosmic victory of God over evil. This Jesusisforeign to Christians, as
Schweltzer knew:

“The historical Jesus will be to our time a stranger and an enigma.”

Since Schweitzer recognised that Jesus was an eschatologist, and his words must only
have been an interim ethic which had nothing to offer us, he abandoned devotional for
practical Christianity, as amedical doctor in Africa.

Nineteenth century scholars concluded that a Jesus who would curse fig trees, clam to
be the only begotten Son, and pretend to perform miracles, was psychologically sick.
Albert Schweitzer wrote The Psychiatric Study of Jesusto refute these claims that
Jesus was mentally unbalanced and that if he were alive today, he would be
institutionalized.

Eschatology, involving ideas of the last judgment, resurrection, and supernatural
deliverance of the elect from temporal earthly existence, though nominally Christian,
has been lost in fairy tale ideas like that of “the Rapture” based upon Thessalonians. In
the first century Jewish milieu, the concept was one of a cosmic battle.
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Many features of the early church, whether reconstructed from the gospels or Paul,

only make sense against the background of eschatological expectation: resurrection, the
gift of the Spirit (meals, baptism), and the continuing anticipation of God’s imminent
intervention. The earliest community beliefs also could not be honestly disconnected
entirely from the beliefs of Jesus and his disciples before Easter.

In his treatment of the historical Jesus, Jesus and the Word, in 1920, Rudolf Bultmann
thought it a happy conclusion that:

“We can know almost nothing concerning the life and personality of Jesus, since the
early Christian sources show no interest in either, are moreover fragmentary and often
legendary.”

What can be known by examining Jewish tradition of the timeis Jesus' s message, his
“word”, the coming of the Kingdom of God, a*“miraculous eschatological event”, but
one that hasto be interpreted existentially: “the Kingdom of God is a power which,
although it is entirely future, wholly determines the present... because it now compels
man to decision”. Bultmann concluded:

* The Christian proclamation (kerygma) will never be confirmed by historical
Investigation.

« Since the message is in the myth, the gospel of John isthe preferred one.
 The historical quest isimpossible, irrelevant, and illegitimate.

For Bultmann, a scholarly “quest of the historical Jesus’ isimpossible and
theologically illegitimate because it substitutes worldly proof for faith. The simple fact
of the Christ event—that God acted—sufficed. In The New Testament and Mythology
he concludes:

“The Christian life does not consist in developing the individual personality, in the
improvement of society, or in making the world a better place. The Christian life means
turning away from the world.”

Isit surprising the world isamesswhen it is run by people of thisteeth grittingly
irresponsible philosophy? Dietrich Bonhoeffer in his book, Christ the Center, (1960)
concluded that, if we did find an historical Jesus, it would show that Christian faith had
been an illusion. The world thereby might be saved.

Karl Barth preferred not to participate in the quest for the historical Jesus. Barth with
Paul Tillich, Rudolf Bultmann and others accepted Kahler’ s conclusion that faith could
not depend on the historical Christ, about whom nothing could be known. He agreed
with Bonhoeffer that nothing in historical investigation could add anything to faith. At
most, such analysis might tell us what others thought Jesus was like.
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But Barth was an alien as far as the natural world was concerned. The natural world
was irrelevant to him because only Christ was important and Christianity was the “end
of al religion”. If that isso, it only is because it will be the end of humanity. We should
take this as the severest warning to us, not the ultimate accolade that Christians suppose
it to be.

Ernst Troeltsch saw the historical method of analysis as having three essential features:
probability, analogy and correlation. Historians cannot deal in certainties. They
discover events with a degree of probability attached to their likelihood. The
probability of an event has to be judged by analogy with such asimilar event occurring
today, in times we know, are familiar with and have some estimatable degree of
attestation. By analogy, it looks impossible that anything like 600,000 able-bodied men
left Egypt in the Exodus.

Corréelation is the principle that events influence each other. Nothing occursin isolation
and the likelihood of an event occurring has to be judged in the knowledge that it can
be influenced by other events. The inhabitants of the hill country of Palestine had no
knowledge of an Evil Spirit until after they had been colonised by the Persians who
already had an Evil Spirit in their cosmogony. From the rule of correlationitisidle for
Christian or Jewish theologians to claim that Jews invented the concept independently.

Troeltsch saysit isinvalid to place all emphasis on one event to the exclusion of others
because al relevant events have to be judged equally by the same set of rules.
Christianity cannot be judged only on its own claims about itself but in the wider
context of human history. The dogmatic viewpoint of traditional Christianity violates
all this, because it divorces afixed set of events entirely from their realistic setting. Its
pronouncements are absol ute, being the Word of God and so they too are utterly
divorced from any historical situation. Christian authority stems from its very falseness
In historical terms—it is separated from history in practice despite the claimed
historical setting of the mythical stories.

Its appeadl is to the supernatural, the sphere of the human imagination, not history.
Salvation history is supernatural history, and Troeltsch shows that it is therefore not
history at all but romance based upon loyalty to a church or purely subjective inner
experiences. Even Rudolf Bultmann said that it was impossible to believe in demons
and spirits, while using electrical appliances and modern medicines, as Christians are
expected to. History islike the fruit of areal tree but salvation history islike the fruit of
atree drawn on a piece of paper. The latter can be made to look wonderful but will not
feed anyone. Troeltsch’s ideas help us to distinguish the two, should we have trouble.

“The only justification for the doctrinal basis of Christian tradition would seem to be
miracle... for only such abelief can save it from being a contingent part of the ongoing
fabric of history.” (John Bowden)

Christianity Revealed AskWhy! Publications Dr M D Magee



18-May-2003 Christianity Revealed Page 12

Critics of Troeltsch accuse him of not knowing what to do with amiracleif one
happened because his method rules them out. The point about amiracleisnot that it is
unique—all events are unique, even the most trivial—but that it cannot happen in
Nature without God'’ s intervention. Spectacular single events, such as someone
surviving asevere fire or fall are not miracles although they are called miraclesin
popular usage. A miracle ssimply cannot happen. It has zero probability of occurring. It
Isitsimpossibility that makesit a miracle.

A virgin birth would admittedly be pretty miraculous, though scientists might be able to
think of apeculiar set of natural circumstances that could lead to one. Nevertheless, it
Is so miraculous that few scholars and many ordinary Christian believers do not think
there ever was avirgin birth. A genuinely dead and already decaying man being
resurrected would certainly be amiracle by any standards, and it therefore forms the
basis of Christian faith, but it is such a poorly attested miracle that it is much more
likely that the witnesses are deluded, mistaken or crooks than that the event happened.
Only by eliminating the likely possibilities can the miracle be given credence. Asit
stands, it has none to anyone except those who will believe despite the evidence.

None of the “miracles’ in the bible are well attested unless the miracle of the bible
being the very word of God istrue. If it is, then believers have to explain why
everything that can be learnt by scholarship about the bible shows it to be the
manufacture and composition of human beings, and isfull of just the errors and
contradictions that a human work copied by hand for many generations would contain.
In brief, if God produced a miraculous book, why did he not ensure that it was
miraculoudly distributed without errors? Christians believe the New Testament because
they are Christians, not the other way around.
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New Quests

In 1953, one of Bultmann's students, Ernst K&semann, in a famous address to the
annual gathering of the “old Marburgers’ (the Bultmann school), declared the Lord of
the Church could not have had no historical existence or he would have been
completely mythological! Interest in the historical Jesus was theologically valid, after
all, and he set in motion the “New Quest of the Historical Jesus’, based on scholarly
Investigation, and recognising that the kerygma of the church emerged from an
eschatological message.

Critical analysis such as form criticism would allow information about the historial
Jesus to be found in the gospels, but criteria were needed to settle the authenticity of
Jesus' s sayings. Bultmann had already formulated one such criterion, dubbed by
Norman Perrin, “the criterion of dissimilarity”:

“The earliest form of a saying we can reach may be regarded as authentic if it can be
shown to be dissimilar to characteristic emphases both of ancient Judaism and of the
early Church.”

Or, “if we are to seek that which is most characteristic of Jesus’, it will be found in the
things wherein he differs from Judaism, such things as would be “new and startling to
Jewish ears’. The premise that the authentic Jesus was to be found not in his Jewish
context but in whatever was different from it, became atypical Christian confusion of
true inquiry. Plainly this criterion begs the question, because its underlying
assumption—that Jesus was deliberately being different from contemporary Jews—is
what Christians want to hear.

About 90 percent of Jesus's sayings are found in contemporary Jewish teaching,

leaving just 10 percent for the real Jesus. Robert W Funk, founded the Jesus Seminar in
1985, calling scholars together to offer an alternative to the fundamentalist pictures of
Jesusin American society. Around 200 people have participated to discuss, then vote
with beads on historicity. Not much survives and even the Lord’ s Prayer goes. The
Jesus Seminar agrees that:

“...way lessthan 25 percent of the words attributed to Jesus were his.”

In fact, the scholars of the Jesus seminar concluded that 82 percent of the words
ascribed to Jesus were not actually spoken by him:

1. The only words in the gospel of Mark were 12:17, “Render unto Caesar the things
that are Caesar’'s’.
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2. The only words in Matthew were: 5:38-39 “Turn the other cheek”. 13:33 The parable
of the leaven in the flour. 20:1-15 The parable of the workersin the vineyard. 22:21
“render unto Caesar... “ None of the Sermon on the Mount was accepted, the only part
of the Lord’ s Prayer were the words “Our Father”, and only three of the beatitudes: the
hungry, poor and sad. Omitted were the references to the meek, merciful, pure in heart
and peacemakers.

3. In Luke, the scholars accepted: 2:20 “Blessed are the poor, hungry, and sad” 6:27
“love your enemies’ 6:29 “turn the other cheek”, “go the second mile” and “give your
shirt”. 10:30 the story of the Good Samaritan 11:2 only the word “ Father” in the Lord’'s
prayer. 13:20 the parable of the leaven 16:1 the parable of the shrewd manager.

4. Nothing in the gospel of John was accepted. But the scholars gave credence to the
Gospel of Thomas and used it to confirm or deny Jesus's words.

Donad A Wells explains that the following assumptions were made by the Jesus
Seminar to begin its analysis. An assessment is appended to each:

1. The Synoptic Gospels. Matthew, Mark, and Luke are more reliable than John in
separating the legendary and the mythical from the historical Jesus. Agreed.

2. The gospel of Mark isthe oldest and Matthew and L uke copied from it. Agreed.

3. The most likely passages are those consistent with an oral rather than awritten
tradition. Meaningless. All of it isoral tradition.

4. Matthew, Mark, and Luke are assumed to be literary narratives and not history.
Meaningless. All writing is literary. He means “fiction” which is too sweeping.

5. It was assumed that Jesus was not an eschatologist (he did not believe in the
imminent end of the world). Total nonsense. He plainly was.

6. Since the oldest gospel manuscripts in our possession were written 175 years after
the death of Jesus, and since every scholar who copied a manuscript added marginal
notes which subsequent scholars commonly added to the body of the text, we ought not
put much too emphasis on the particular words. Far too sweeping.

7. The Dead Sea Scrolls are of no help since they were written before the birth of Jesus.
Nonsense. They might as well say the Jewish tradition is no help because it was
founded before the birth of Jesus. Jesus plainly was an Essene and the Jesus Seminar
wants to count the truth out at the start.

8. All the gospels were widely circulated for many years anonymously and were |ater
given authorship names by persons unknown to make them more acceptable. The
Church Father, Eusebius, had stated (300 AD) that Christians would not accept a
writing as authentic unless it had been written by a famous person. Agreed.

9. Paul’ swritings were in circulation long before the first gospel appeared, Paul never
read the gospels. Since Paul had never met Jesus, his conjectures cannot be the basis
for any facts about Jesus. Agreed.

The “Third Quest”, has been so named since perhaps the 70s. A distinguishing feature
Isthe involvement of Jewish scholarstrying to recover the historical Jesus. It claims
that critical historical research can lead to who Jesus was by careful sifting of the
Sources.
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It places Jesus squarely within the context of first century Palestine and Second Temple
Judaism. Geza Vermes's book Jesus the Jew boldly declaresthis. SG F Brandon and
Hyam Maccoby saw Jesus, like Reimarus, as a Jewish revolutionary, whilst Vermes
saw him as a Galilean Hasid, apparently accepting that Jewish holy men could perform
miracles.

Gerd Theissen applies sociological analysisto the “renewa movement within
Judaism”, Jesus founded. Jesus and some of his followers are depicted as “wandering
charismatics’, dependent on sympathizersin the local villages, analogous to wandering
Cynic philosophers in the gentile world. They too led a vagabond existence, renouncing
home, families and possessions.

Gerd Theissen’s analogy depicting Jesus as a Cynic spawned an industry of
pseudo-scholarship. F Gerald Downing found that Cynics must have been active in
Galileein Jesus's day because Jesus provesiit! Jesus can equally be proved to have
been an Epicurean, the view of Wolfgang Kirchbach (Was lehrte Jesus? Zwel
Urevangelien,) according to Schweitzer, or anything else by being suitably selective.

Dominic John Crossan, one of the Jesus Seminar’ s chairmen, in The Historical Jesus:
The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant, written in 1994 and dedicated to the Jesus
Seminar, takes up the cynical idea, denying Jesus was a teacher of Judaism but saying
he was instead a wandering cynic preacher heavily influenced by Greek thought, a stoic
Greek philosopher who gathered disciples around himself. For Crossan, the
eschatological Jesus had been foisted on the tradition by the early church, and Jesus
himself had rejected the eschatological message of John the Baptist to instead adopt
wisdom teaching appropriate to a Jewish peasant.

Crossan concluded that Jesus was a peasant Jewish Cynic, a hippie deriding the
yuppies. He bases his conclusions on a series of fantastic revisions of accepted
chronology and a vivid imagination. For this“analysis’, Crossan places the Gospels of
Peter, Hebrews, Egyptians, Nazoreans, Ebionites, Secret Mark, various fragments,
dialogue and apocryphon writings, alongside the four canonical writings and Thomas
as having historical worth. That might be true, but it is a question of to what degree,
and adequate identification of the historical bits. All gospels cannot count equally as
sources. Few deny these are late works and later works are less reliable.

Crossan’ s attempt to make the passion narrative of the Gospel of Peter the source of the
passion narratives in the canonical gospels has won little support. In short, no one
believes aword of it, though it impresses publishers, and it reveal s the author’s
cynicism, not Jesus's.

The new element in gospel research comes partly from continuing research on Q and
from the Gospel of Thomas.
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Burton Mack in The Lost Gospel: The Book of Q and Christian Origins, focuses on the
lost gospel of Q, and increasingly scholarslike H Koster see the Gospel of Thomas as
containing some traditions earlier than the canonical gospels. Thomas and the
collection thought to be Q are remarkably similar. If these are the most authentic
traditions and others are secondary myths, a Jesus emerges who is only just Jewish and
not focused on eschatological hope.

According to Kloppenborg, Q can be divided into three strata, the earliest of which
consisted of a collection of wisdom sayings, expanded secondarily by material with a
stronger eschatological flavour. Kloppenborg himself does not argue that the earlier
layer existed in isolation from other traditions later introduced into Q, but this has been
the conclusion of some scholars, notably Mack.

Mack, by selecting the earliest wisdom layer and supporting it with the Gospel of
Thomas, discounts Mark as afiction, arationalisation by Mark of Christian failure. By
identifying Jesus with the wisdom layer of Q and Thomas's gospel, Mack supports the
idea of Jesus as a sage of the Cynics. He was not interested in eschatology or Jewish
law and history but challenged the establishment, like Diogenes.

The Cynics were itinerant preachers of a philosophy of freedom from every constraint
and alifelived with minimal requirements “according to nature”. Flouting socia
convention, often in away that shocked, they derived their name (kynikoli, “dog-like”)
from one of their founders, in the fourth century BC, “the Dog”, Diogenes of Sinope,
who went about Athens doing in public all that adog did, while hurling insults on
spectators and public figures alike. One time while behaving like adog in the market
place he said, according to Diogenes L aertius:

“Would that it were possible to relieve hunger ssimply by using the hand.”

He was masturbating! The Jews were quite prudish and one of the complaints of the
Maccabees against Greeks culture was its lack of prudishness. Jesus' s and Paul’s
prudery have come to usin Christianity, so cannot have been absent in the earliest
Christians. So, it is absurd to imagine that the first Christians were anything like as
liberal asthe Cynics.

Marcus Borg, also of the Jesus Seminar, made Jesus a Marxist in that he saw society
rather than personal sin as the cause of evil. Borg's Jesus is more Jewish but is still the
model of sage and spirit person that Borg likes to appeal to popular religious feelings of
our day.

The weakness in Mack, Crossan, Borg and the Jesus Seminar istheir dismissal of the
eschatological Jesus though they instead make him into an anarchic and outrageous
Greek dissonant. They accept that Jesus began with the eschatological John the Baptist
and was followed by an eschatological Church, but tell us Jesus had no interest in
eschatology!
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Christians have always sought to deny Jesus's eschatological aims because they point
too clearly to historical reality. The charge on the cross was not unjust—it was just and
legal under Roman law!

One wonders whether these “scholars’ are putting their ideas forward for serious
consideration or for purely cynical reasons—to obfuscate the truth. Commentators can
write off al of these “historical Jesuses’ in favour of the twentieth century religious
image Christians have, on the grounds that Jesus can indeed have been anything, an
Essene, arecluse, a Greek philosopher, a married man with children, an Hillel Jew. Y et
all of these proposals are not equal in evidential content. Jesus was a Jew and he was a
particular kind of Jew. The evidence for these factsis overwhelming. It is scarcely less
overwhelming to anyone except a Christian that Jesus was what he died as—a Jewish
rebel. Everything else is a smokescreen.

Another major trend has been to emphasise Jesus' s Jewishness. Jesus' s Jewishness and
Torah observance are central. Jesus did not stand outside his own religious tradition.
He was not a Christian among Jews—he was a Jew. The New Shorter Oxford English
Dictionary called Jesus a “ Jewish preacher”, causing an outcry. A member of the
General Synod of the Anglican Church said this was “arather derogatory term”.

The Jewish scholar, Vermes, acclaimed Jesus' s Jewishness, as a holy man, ahasid, like
Honi the circle maker or Hanina ben Dosa. Vermes, was reprimanded by chaplains at
an English University for saying Jesus was a Jew! The problem isthat Vermes's
rabbinic sources are late.

Sanders too has urged that Judaism should be re-assessed within New Testament
scholarship. Torah as God' s gift and the priority of God's grace seems clear in the early
writings. Sanders has made a strong case for understanding Jesus in his Jewish context.
Sanders emphasises Jesus' s faithfulness to Torah and his espousal of restoration
eschatology.

At his birth, Jesus's genealogy shows he was a Jew. He was circumcised the eighth day
(Lk 2.21), bore acommon Jewish name, Y eshua, “Y ehouah saves’ (Mt 1.21). Y eshua
was the fifth most common Jewish name, four out of the 28 Jewish High-Priestsin
Jesus' s time were called Y eshua. Joseph was the second most common male name and
Mary the most common amongst women, thisin itself is sufficient evidence to throw
doubt on the recently found tomb of “Jesus, Mary and Joseph”.

Mark portrays a clever Jesus engaging in refutation, by wit and aphorism rather than by
argument, against extreme legalist positions. Y et, he evidently observed the law,
interpreted it defended it wittily, expounded its values al in away acceptable to
Judaism of the time because we find Jews defending him and his followers. He was
conservative in sexuality even by Jewish standards and his dealings with gentiles
reflect a conservative Jewish background.

Christianity Revealed AskWhy! Publications Dr M D Magee



18-May-2003 Christianity Revealed Page 18

Jesus never wished to see his fellow Jews change one iota of their traditional faith and
remained within the range of acceptable Jewry to hislast moment.

Where do we get the idea from that Jesus was a carpenter? Matthew 13:55 based on
manuscripts of Mark only describes Jesus as “son of the carpenter” not as the
“carpenter, son of Mary”. The early third century church writer Origen writes against
Celsus's assertion that Jesus was a mere carpenter, that “in none of the Gospels current
in the churchesis Jesus Himself ever described as being a carpenter!” Y et, the earlier
church writer Justin citesit in his dialogue with Tryppho the Jew:

He was considered to be the son of Joseph the carpenter; and He appeared without
comeliness, as the scriptures declared; and He was deemed a carpenter (for Hewasin
the habit of working as a carpenter when among men, making ploughs and yokes; by
which He taught the symbols of righteousness and an active life).

Jesus had brothers and sisters, according to Mark 6:3, James, Joseph, Juda, and Simeon
and two sisters. One brother, James, was the head of the church in Jerusalem as
testified in the book of Acts. The trouble with thisisthat if Jesus was a member of a
botherhood like the Essenes or the Therapeuts well then his brothers and sisters were
not blood brothers and sisters but other members of the fellowship. It isfair to ask why
particular ones should be picked out and called his brothers. The main reason is that the
gentile church wanted to hide the fact that Jesus was a member of a brotherhood, and
so pretended from the outset that references to brothers and sisters in this context meant
real brothers and sisters. Naturally, this plan pre-dated the virgin birth and the idea that
Mary was a perpetual virgin.

According to the gospel legends, by the age of 12 Jesus was found in the temple
precincts “both listening and asking questions’ (Lk 2:46). The Jews of Jesus' s erawere
imitators of the Greeksin comprehensive universal education. Most were taught to read
and write. The philosopher Seneca remarked that the Jews were the only people who
knew the reasons for their religious faith.

The study of Greek in Palestine in Jesus' s day was not encouraged by pious Jews,
although it was a necessity of daily life in the diaspora lands outside of Palestine. Greek
philosophy was equally deprecated by Jews who were not Hellenistic. Early church
theol ogians were later to remark “what has Athensto do with Jerusalem” decrying
Greek thinking.

Jesus said a blessing at meals (Mt 26:26 and Lk 24:30 which is post resurrection; cf.
Didache 10:1). Jewish scholars used to hold that the object of the blessing was not the
food but God (Dt 8:10;). When the New Testament inserts “it” or “the bread” in such
versesit isnot found in the Greek. A Jew would not bless the object rather than the
creator. Many such mistakes are made based on the assumption that first century
Judaism was Rabbinic. Jesus was an Essene and they treated meals as a messianic
meal. The Scrolls (1QSa 2:10) tell us that the Priest blessed the “first fruits of the bread
and wine".
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Sanders makes the point that much of Jesus's teaching makes the law strict. The
Essenes had the stricter view of the law. Our Jewish sources also offer examples of the
kind of emphasis on attitude in relation to sexual behaviour and anger which
characterised Jesus' s teaching.

The eschatological focus of much of the Jesus tradition makes good sense in the light
of the diverse eschatological expectations of the day, which crystallised around
would-be messiahs or prophets of hope.
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Eschatology

Jesus' s eschatology is expressed most often with his favorite term: “the kingdom of
God” —the expectation that God would cleanse the land and rule it directly, restoring
Israel to wholeness, liberating her from her oppressors, and bringing righteousness and
peace. The hope was an expectation of changed reality, especially for the people of

| srael—Jews not gentiles—for whom it was Good News. His vision implied a political
or military solution, whether God' s alone or one assisted by the Chosen People. His
hope was an urgent one like that of John the Baptist. His own ministry indicated that
the hope was beginning to be realised.

The imagery associated with this hope in the Jesus tradition reflects prophetic hope for
|srael’ s restoration, the gathering of the lost and scattered sheep, the eschatol ogical
banquet, the renewal or rebuilding of the temple, the establishment of new leadership in
|srael, healing and deliverance.

John Bowden, SCM Editor, warns New Testament readers to distinguish between
symbolism and history. the darkness at the crucifixion cannot have been an eclipse as
interpreters of the stories have often assumed but even some early commentators
realised. The darkness comes from the prophecies of the cosmic events that would
accompany the End Time (Joel). In the same way, the rising of the saints from their
tombs, spoken of in Matthew, symbolises the general resurrection prophesied for the
righteous dead (the saints) at the End Time. Bowden urges us to see al of thisas
sensible and reasonable in terms of Jewish beliefs at the time, but why then cannot the
healing of the blind, the deaf and the maimed be seen as equally symbolic rather than
as actual miracles? The driving out of devils might be metaphorical too. None of them
need to be miracles but al relate to beliefs of the time, beliefs that provided for the
Essenes a technical code language based on the Jewish scriptures.

Wright’' s work, Jesus and the Victory of God on the historical Jesus, takes Sanders's
notion of restoration eschatology further but, he reassures Christians, Jewish
apocalyptic did not imply the end of the world. Jesus was offering an alternative to the
way of being Israel, which, if pursued, would lead the nation to disaster.

Thereisvirtually no evidence that Jews were expecting the end of the space-time
universe. There is abundant evidence that they... knew a good metaphor when they saw
one, and used cosmic imagery to bring out the full theological significance of
cataclysmic socio-political events.

It was only warning about Israel’simmediate future. So, al that talk and imagery about
ajudgement day, resurrection, being at table with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the
restored Israel, and so on simply mean that Jews should take care! How could there be
such confusion of understanding of eschatology apparently shared by James, Jesus and
John the Baptist, and that of the early church?
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The truth is the Essenes saw the kingdom of God as a renovated world. Heaven and
earth joined, destroying forever the old wicked world but creating a new one that
differed only from the old in being perfect and uncorruptible. The old world ended for
the wicked but the righteous were resurrected in uncorruptible and therefore immortal
bodies into the purified world—the kingdom! If Wright is correct, the wicked world
was not meant to end. People just had to start being good—just what modern Christians
want to think.

Christians are preoccupied with titles of authority. They took it as given that Jesus was
the messiah then looked for as many titles as possible that they could give him.
References to Jesus as messiah are few and so ambiguous that, if Jesus saw himself as
messiah, he left no indication of what he understood by it, other than the messiah of
Jewish expectation—a leader of god’s armies. The general was soon made king—as
they are—and replaced the kingdom of God as the centre of Christian preaching.

What of the expression, Son of Man? It is taken by Christians to mean the vision of
Daniel 7. But in Palestine at the time, it was a polite self designation intended to avoid
the conceit of using “I”. If this was a common use, then how was the special meaning
given it by Jesus meant to be distinguished from the everyday use? Most people will
have understood it as derekh eretz—Jewish etiquette.

Dr Michael D Magee has stiffened the quest for the historical Jesus with alittle realism
in his 1997 book The Hidden Jesus: The Secret Testament Revealed. He sticks to the
earliest tradition we have, as agreed by most biblical scholars, that of the gospel of
Mark, and interpretsit in the light of the discoveriesin the Judaean desert. John is too
overlaid with legend to be anything other than secondary and Matthew and Luke are
used only to enlarge upon the skimpier material in Mark.

Much of Q, the hypothetical document used by some Jesus seminar scholars to reject a
revolutionary Jesus, is considered to be pre-Jesus, being a collection of Essene wisdom
sayings many of which were doubtless used by Jesus but tell us nothing about his
career except when they are linked to the narrative of Mark.

Ancient history, where important el ements of a story have been lost or deliberately
destroyed, is a matter of judging probabilities. Dr Magee accepts much of the tradition
of Mark, but believesit is not presented at face value as Christians do. Some things are
unlikely to be invented, like Jesus's eschatology and his baptism by John the Baptist.
What is embarrassing to Christianity is likely to be genuine because there is no other
good reason for it being in the tradition at all. Other embarrassing el ements have been
purposely distorted, because tales were emerging that had to be explained away.

Though Mark isthe earliest and best tradition, it has been deliberately distorted by the
gentile bishops to make the gospel s acceptabl e to the Romans and the basis of a
universal religion. Dr Magee peels off the pious accretions and interpretative wrappings
added by the earliest gentile bishops to the story of the exploits of Jesus.
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The truth is peculiarly transparent, although two thousand years of conditioning and the
invention of spurious tranglations of Greek wordsto suit Christian belief in the
so-called New Testament Greek have succeeded in blinding even the most critical of
scholars.

The gentile bishops of the embryonic religion were faced with travelers’ tales from
Palestine that Jesus was not what he seemed. This oral tradition was strong because
Jews were already widespread in the Empire and after the defeat of their rebellion in
the Jewish War and their dispersion in 70 AD many more arrived from Palestine.

Pericopes, individual stories about Jesus, kept coming to the bishops and when they did
not match their preferred image of a saintly Son of God, had to be “corrected”. The
bishops had to say to their flocks:

Ho, Ho, Theophilus, how silly you are. It was not quite like that. No, thisiswhat really
happened.

Then they would change a few subjects and objects and retell the tale such that a core
remained but the sense favoured the view they were propagating rather than the truth. It
still happenstoday. There never was a gate in Jerusalem called “The Eye of a Needle’
but it was invented by clerics to allow the rich to be saved when the plain sense of
Jesus's aside was that he considered it impossible for the rich to be saved.

The resurrection and appearances that gave rise to Christianity are about the disciples
perceptions. In the minds of the disciples, Jesus had been vindicated through the
disappearance of his body and this provided not only evidence of his exaltation to
God' s presence asthe first fruits of the dead, the first of the Righteous to have been
raised up by God in the general resurrection prophesied in Hosea, but also of the truth
of his claim that the kingdom of God was at hand.

God'’ s restoration of the world was a restoration of the sinless world before Adam! The
Righteous were resurrected into the world but it was now joined to heaven and was
therefore perfect and incorruptible. That Jesus had been resurrected into this higher
order of reality proved, for them that history had ended.

For honest, reasoning people, though not those who are irrational or emotionally
dependent on the traditional image of Jesus, gospel stories will never be the same
again-they now make sense. Oddly, the message of many modern Christiansis
upheld-that God is not an external supernatural entity ready to interfere with the world
at awhim or aprayer.

Jesus believed an external God was ready to intervene—he was forsaken or rather
mistaken—>but Christians have made the same mistake ever since, teaching people to
blame devils instead of facing up to their own responsibility for their actions. Our gods
and devils are within us and there we must seek and come to terms with them.
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This picture of Christ isthe most powerful and original one of our century, but it is
negative in that Christianity isfound to be based on a mistake, and that Jesus was not
really the Son of God but merely had that title as a priest and prince. All thisis hardly
the basis of areligion.

It is because this undesirable but realistic and historic Christ is at the core of the
Christian religion that such a profusion of fanciful alternatives have aways been
sought. Recent years have seen the promotion of agay Christ, afeminist Christ, Christ
asadruggie and Christ as an alien from outer space. The hope of the true believersis
that the historic Jesus will turn out to be just another Christ of histimes, no “truer” to
the original than the cosmic Christ of the Byzantine world.

Then again, no! Many Christian theologians want to get the historic Christ out in the
open so that the Christian churches can metamorphose themselves into the purely
mystical concoction of mystery beliefsthat it rapidly picked up from the religions of
the times. For such Christians, the Christ of history was always likely eventually to be
exposed by an Alexander who cared not for the conventions and respectabilities of his
times and unceremoniously cut through the Gordian knot of liesthat Christianity had to
be to escape the unpalatable truth. When it happens, they can gulp, breathe a sigh of
relief and then get on with it, declaring that nevertheless there is a saviour—it is smply
that he is a heavenly one. For people ready to believe in Christ the alien, it will bea
great advance.
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Jesus Never Lived

From the time of Bruno Bauer to the end of the twentieth century, scholars argued that
no historical evidence existed to prove that Jesus ever lived at all. Bauer thought
scripture offered no sure evidence that he lived. Among the scholars that thought the
life of Jesus was a complete fabrication were the following.

JM Robertson, an English theologian, who argued in The Historical Jesus: A Survey of
Positions (1916) and The Jesus problem: A Restatement of the Myth Theory (1917)
that all the elements of Christianity can be derived from the mystery religions.
Christianity was built on the model of the mysteries because they were fashionable and
to combine them with the Jewish scriptures that were also widely admired. Jesus s,
thus, a Jewish Osiris, Mithras or Adonis created for gentile use.

Arthur Drew, a German Hegelian philosopher, in his books Christ Myth (1924) and
Legend of Peter (1924), argued that first century Christianity was a social ethical
movement which needed no founder to explainitsrise. A long standing feature of the
Semitic world was an annual sacrifice of a“Son of the Father”—Barabbas, originaly
called Jesus Barabbas. This may account for the myth that an historical person, Jesus,
actually lived.

G A Wédlls, of Birkbeck college, London, in Did Jesus Exist? also concluded that Jesus
never existed. If he had existed, we should have a more detailed description of him.
The lack of many details of him that we could reasonably expect of a historical person
leaves us with two options:

» He did exist but made no significant impact.
» He did not exist but was invented like Osiristo explain Pauline religion.

Latterly, Earl Doherty has presented similar argumentsin “The Jesus Puzzle,” and on
his excellent website. Former evangelical theologian, Robert M Price, thinks thereis no
convincing historical evidence that Jesus ever lived. Priceis aformer evangelist turned
battling skeptic who declares Jesus Christ to be afiction, in more ways than one. The
worst way isthat Jesusisreally the fly used by evangelists, priests and other crooks
whose real interest is to catch people to control them.

AsPrice putsit, Christ is shorthand for the institutions on whose behalf he isinvoked.
When an evangelist invites you to have faith “in Christ,” they are smuggling in other
Issues—Chal cedonian Christology, the doctrine of the Trinity, the Protestant idea of
faith and grace, a particular theory of biblical inspiration and literalism or inerrancy,
habits of church attendance, anti-Darwinism and other questions that theologians have
debated for centuries and still have not agreed.
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No evangelist ever invites people to accept Christ by faith and then to start examining
all these other associated issues for themselves. They are non-negotiable, but yet are
not taught by the godly chap the punter signed up for. To be saved they have to toe the
party line. So the gullible or weak punter signs up for Christ and gets a mass of largely
conservative political doctrine on someone else’s say-so.

Christ isafiction because he is not ssmply the god-sent saviour of souls but an
umbrellafor unquestioning acceptance of what some institution tells us to believe,
usually ready made right-wing politics. Thisiswhat Christianity always was as Paul
proves when he wants “the taking of every thought captive to Christ,” and insists on the
“obedience” of faith. Christ is a euphemism for the dogmatic party line of an institution.

Price also shows that Jesus as the personal saviour, with whom people have a*“ personal
relationship” isfictional—a comfort blanket or Harvey the Rabbit for children and
grown ups alike. If it proves a psychological help, the personal Jesus might be of value,
but all the rest of the package has to be accepted too, as noted above, and that often
ends up no longer purely personal.

It is hard for anyone of a reasonable nature to discredit all this but Price has other ways
in which Jesusisfictional too, and one at least virtually implies that history is bunk! He
says Christ might not be based on any historical individual, not only in the sense that
the “Christ of faith” isan invention of theologians—a Christian lucky rabbit’s foot with
lashings of gravitas—but, no Jesus ever lived in first century Nazareth. There only ever
was a Christ of faith and there was no Jesus of history.

Thelife of Jesus as portrayed in the gospels is that of the worldwide hero of mythology:

“The divine hero’ s birth is supernaturally predicted and conceived, the infant hero
escapes attempts to kill him, demonstrates his precocious wisdom already as a child,
receives a divine commission, defeats demons, wins acclaim, is hailed as king, then
betrayed, losing popular favor, executed, often on a hilltop, and is vindicated and taken
up to heaven.”

If these features are found everywhere in heroic myths and epics, but never in red life,
it is not safe to believe anyone who tells you that in one particular case it really
happened. Y et that is what the born again punter does and that is what the scheming
priests make children believe before thay have developed any critical faculty. Some
believers glibly accept these other myths but declare them false, to which one hasto
accuse them of special pleading. They do not know that this one rather than any other is
the “true” myth.

If we do not use the standard of current real-life experience to assess history, we would
find ourselves accepting every myth and outlandish fairy tale there ever was, and would
finish up drowning in a morass of make-belief. And why would God or Nature do
things that do not happen now? As Price says. “Isn’t God supposed to be the same
yesterday, today, and forever?’
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So far so good, but here Price beginsto get carried away because he says the whol e of
the Jesus saga is captured in the standard myth, “with nothing left over”. It is
therefore...

“...arbitrary to assert that there must have been a historical figure lying back of the
myth. There may have been, but it can no longer be considered particularly probable,
and that’ s all the historian can deal with: probabilities.”

He says he is more and more attracted to the theory that Jesus never existed and so is
simply afiction.

Thisiswhere we have to part company with Mr Price because a great deal of Mark’s
gospel, considered by many to have been the earliest one written, has quite specific
details of an extended and peculiar campaign in Galilee and a march on Jerusalem. The
interesting thing about thisisthat it is set in a particular and known historical period
and involves historical characters and historically verifiable institutions. It was a period
of deep discontent and of prolonged revolution ending in afour year bloody war. Now,
the mythical Jesus turns out to have been crucified as arebel against Rome, a most
likely happening if arebel iswhat he was and a most unlikely choice of death if the
designers of anew religion wanted to choose a hero.

Price goes on to say that the passion stories of the gospels are too similar to
contemporary myths of dying and rising saviour godsincluding Osiris, Tammuz, Baal,
Attis, Adonis, Hercules and Asclepiusto bereal. Like Jesus, these figures were
believed to have once lived alife upon the earth, been killed, and risen shortly
thereafter. Their deaths and resurrections were in most cases ritually celebrated each
spring to herald the return of the life to vegetation. In many myths, the saviour’ s body
Is anointed for burial, searched out by holy women and then reappears alive afew days
later.

So thisis where history and myth begin to merge. The popular hero in Palestine was
caught and crucified. He was a holy man because those who fought for independence
for Judaea in those days generally were holy men, the Jews being God’ s Chosen
People. Since they were expecting a miracle from God—though it never came—they
persuaded themselves it had and began to merge history and myth. At atime when
news passed by word of mouth, the rumour machine was probably highly efficient and
many of the rebel’s followers might have had the myth not long after it was invented.

Price adds that the details of the crucifixion, burial and resurrection accounts are
similar to the events of several surviving popular novels from that period in which two
lovers are separated when the woman, say, seems to have died and is unwittingly
entombed alive. Grave robbers discover her reviving and kidnap her. Her lover finds
the tomb empty, graveclothes still in place, and first concludes she has been raised up
from death and taken to heaven.
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Then, realizing what must have happened, he goes in search of her. During his
adventures, he is sooner or later condemned to the cross or actually crucified, but
manages to escape. When at length the couple is reunited, neither, having long
Imagined the other dead, can quite believe the lover is alive and not a ghost come to say
farewell.

Apologists contend that all these myths are plagiarized from the gospels by pagan
imitators, pointing out that some of the evidence is post-Christian. Nevertheless much
is pre-Christian and the early Christian apologists prove it by arguing that these
parallels to the gospels were counterfeits in advance, by Satan, who knew the real thing
would be coming along later and wanted to throw people off the track! They could not
have argued this way had the pagan myths of dead and resurrected gods been more
recent than the Christian.

C S Lewis suggested that in Jesus's case “ myth became fact,” an argument that Price
pooh-pooh’s, Lewis being a soft-headed apologist for Christianity. The others were
myths, but this one actually happened. But though Lewis meant this as an apology for
his belief, it islikely to be true—not by accident but by design, so to speak. The very
point the earliest gentile bishops would have been making to the Roman housewives
and slaves they recruited was that this dying God had “actually happened” recently, and
witnesses could confirmit.

This latter is both the reason why an absurd religion got a foothold at all, and the reason
why the gospels seem unhistorical.
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PiousLies

There were witnesses and after 70 AD, there were even more, the Jews having been
dispersed from their homeland. These witnesses confirmed that there had indeed been a
Jesus who was crucified, but he was not a god but arebel against the Romans. They
confirmed the fundamental fact, and for the first gentile Christians as for born again
converts today, it was sufficient—they wanted to believe.

What of the details though? The Jewish witnesses could quote particular cases and did.
How were they to be refuted? The bishops could not say they were false, because that
would undermine their case. They wanted to accept they were true, then their god was
proved to have lived in detail. So, they ssimply told their followers pious lies, just as
they have done ever since—the Jewish witnesses had got the story a bit confused. If it
isfor the glory of God and his son, Jesus Christ, then any lieisthe truth, so they
confused the truth with their distortions but still retained enough of it to keep the
essence of the story of the witness. All of these lies are set down in remarkably
unadulterated form in Mark’s gospel and have been interpreted in The Hidden Jesus.

Despite the bishops' best efforts, besides gullible souls, there were plenty of skeptics
then, just as there are gullible souls and skeptics today. Paul, the first evangelist to the
gentiles, did not want to talk at all about the god except in mythical language. He never
mentions Jesus performing healings because the healings were not physical healings at
all but spiritual ones, persuading Jews to take courage and oppose the foreign rulers.
Paul would not have wanted to mention this. Only twice does he speak of “words of the
Lord”. He never speaks of Jesus as a teacher because Jesus was not particularly known
as ateacher, and what he did teach was rebellion.

Paul attributes the death of Jesus not to Roman or Jewish governments, but rather to the
designs of evil “archons,” angels who rule this fallen world, an obvious early attempt to
put space between the historical Jesus who was murdered by the Romans he hoped to
convert and the God Jesus, Paul set out to create.

Romans and 1 Peter both warn Christians to watch their step, reminding them that the
Roman authorities never punish the righteous, but only the wicked. Price amazingly
asks: “How could they have said thisif they knew of the Pontius Pilate story?’ The
answer isthat they were trying to deceive their flocks—who at that stage will not have
known the story—as preachers have done ever since.

Two epistles, 1 Thessalonians and 2 Timothy, do blame Pilate or Jews for the death of
Jesus, and can be shown on other grounds to be non-Pauline and later than the gospels.
The story was by then out in the open, successfully smudged by the bishops asit has
since remained, despite the attentions of hundreds of “scholars’.
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Price clams that Jesus was eventually “historicized,” redrawn as a human being, much
as Abraham, Joseph, David, Solomon, Moses, Samson, Enoch, Jabal, Gad, Joshua the
son of Nun, and other ancient Israelite gods had already been. Different attempts to
locate Jesus in recent history were made by laying the blame for his death on well
known tyrants including Herod Antipas, Pontius Pilate and even Alexander Jannaeusin
the first century BC! Now, if the death of Jesus were an actual historical event well
known to eyewitnesses of it, Price says there is simply no way such avariety of
versions, differing on so fundamental a point, could ever have arisen!

We must take, Price’' sword for it that there were these other attempts beside the
familiar gospel ones to ameliorate the story of Jesus, but that they should have been
made is not in the least surprising. First century bishops did not have the internet.
Different versions of excuses were made and some of them now appear in the New
Testament even though they are contradictory. Some bishops might have tried to make
out that Jesus was punished by a Jewish king not a Roman governor, for obvious
reasons.

Price himself, answering the apologists’ claim that there was “too little time between
the death of Jesus and the writing of the gospels for legends to develop, “ says 40 years
Iseasily enough time for legends to arise. He aso points out the apologists are not
facing his argument that Jesus never existed for they presuppose a historical Jesus who
died around 30 AD. The theory that Christ is mythical means there was no Jesus alive
in Pontius Pilate’ stimeto give rise to alegend but instead that later Pilate’ stime was
selected as the time when Jesus lived. Just as somebody always knows somebody who
had a miraculous experience, orally transmitted legends usually come from the
generation before last.

Now, on the idea outlined in The Hidden Jesus, thisis possible. The gospel clues
suggest that Jesus began his campaign in 18 AD and died in 21 AD which precedes the
governorship of Pilate. Thereisreason to believe that Christians, when they took state
power in the fourth century, doctored the dates of Pilate in Josephus so that anyone
who found or had kept a copy of the Roman archive pertaining to the crucifixion of
Jesus could be discredited as a fraud. Only two easy alterations were needed to the
letters which served as Greek numbers.

It just about remains possible that the dates of Pilate are correct and Jesus was crucified
by an earlier governor. The legend that it happened in the reign of Pilate then arose
because Mark and the first Christians, who had been waiting fifty years for the end of
the world, decided that the bloody defeat and diaspora of the Jews and the destruction
of the temple in 70 AD sufficed for it, and though they had forgotten exactly when the
events had happened, ssimply extrapolated them back forty years—a Jewish generation,
the maximum extent of the prophecy—from then into the reign of Pilate as Prefect of
Judaea.
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Price questions the historicity of the passion by asking why the earliest gospel
crucifixion account in Mark spins out the terse narrative from quotes cribbed from
Psalm 22? Well, the answer is plain. Whether Jesus in reality died a noble death or
otherwise, the story had to be embellished. The legend of Jesus was now being made
and the followers were not going to tell the truth about their god, so begin to take
messianic references from the scriptures and apply them to Jesus—now Christ. He asks
also why does 1 Peter have nothing more detailed than Isaiah 53 to flesh out his
account of the sufferings of Jesus? The answer is the same. And the more recent
gospels carry on mythologising, even finding a book of wisdom sayings and attributing
them to Jesus.

Price aso gets on dodgy ground when he disparages quests for the historical Jesus by
turning to Albert Schweitzer, an admirable scholar but a Christian. He says the
“historical Jesus’ found by those bothered to look is“just” areflexion of the individual
who islooking. Price hints that Schweltzer was the “single”’ exception, but any
exception invalidates the rule.

On the other hand, it is quite natural, and almost inescapable, that everyone is moulded
by their own experiences and socia situation. All investigators therefore paint
themselves into their findings. The truth, inasmuch asit is possible to get it, is found by
the continuation of this process until by trial and error and eliminating the excesses and
the mistakes and bringing in new discoveries, eventually a reasonable approximation
will be found.

Plainly once someone is dead and times have passed, the truth can never be resurrected.
Even President Kennedy is now amyth, but we still have a reasonable picture of him. It
IS pure defeatism in history to say that the historian can never get the truth because he
projects himself into his picture. Says Price:

“Today’s Palitically Correct ‘historical Jesuses' are no different, being mere clones of
the scholars who design them.”

So there is no point in doing history at all”? Nonsense!

Price now finds comfort from C S Lewis:. “Each *historical Jesus’ is unhistorical. The
documents say what they say and cannot be added to”. Lewistook it for granted, as all
Christians do, that the gospel picture is sufficient—it is true. All the questors are doing
Is saying, “Not necessarily, mate! What about this? And what about thistoo?’ By
assessing the “probabilities’ in all these pictures, an approximation to the truth will be
found. Why does Price object to this? He explains that:

“Even if there was a historical Jesus lying back of the gospel Christ, he can never be
recovered. If there ever was a historical Jesus, there isn’'t one any more. All attempts to
recover him turn out to be just modern remythologizings of Jesus. Every ‘historical
Jesus' isaChrist of faith, of somebody’ s faith. So the *historical Jesus' of modern
scholarship isno less afiction.”
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The correct attitude is that they are al approximations to the truth. If all the facts about
someone’s life are available, it is still impossible to know the historical person. Facts
have to be selected to present an accessible portrait. If many of the facts are missing or
have been deliberately altered, asin the case of Jesus, then it becomes harder still
because it becomes a matter, not of selection, but of interpretation and we have to look
for cluesin the events and circumstances. None of this makes the task not worth
undertaking for otherwise history—and indeed many other fields of inquiry—is
pointless.

It seems that Price is being distracted by the fashion for postmodernism—a denial of
scholarship in favour of empty verbosity. It isasort of extension of Christian piouslies
into every field of scholarship, and unsurprisingly Christians are at the forefront of it.
All you have to do is make up anything you like by association of ideas, negation,
astrology and fantasy—any means as long as it does not involve reason or facts—to
discredit, preferably, a conventional piece of learning generated by someone else’s
sincere efforts and that is scholarship. It’s baloney, but typical of the insanity of the
world.
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Christianity Revealed
The Gospels

Dr M D Magee

Vitually none of the modern trandations [of the New Testament] can be trusted to bear
the weight that is put on them.

John Bowden, SCM

No single trandation of the New Testament can be recommended as a completely clear
and accurate reading.
Bruce Chilton
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Belief or Examination

In the western world, most of us are brought up as Christians. Christianity distinguishes
itself from other monotheistic religionsin its devotion to adivine being who, it is
claimed, appeared at a known time and place in history and whose life and teachings
are accurately known because they were recorded by people alive at the time.

Christianity teaches that its founder, Jesus of Nazareth, fulfilled the prophecies of the
Old Testament, the holy scriptures of the Jews, which narrate the unfolding of God’s
plan for his chosen people, originally the Jews but, from the advent of Jesus, the whole
human race. Jesus was the Christ, the Messiah, the saviour promised by God, adivine
being, one of the Trinity of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost. As
the Son of God, he was incarnated on earth, was crucified to atone for the sins of
humanity, was resurrected as proof of his divinity and ascended into heaven. Because
humanity’ s sins have been forgiven by the sacrifice of the Son of God, salvation and
eternal life await for those who believe it—those who have faith.

The principa form of Christian worship isthe mass or holy communion in which
worshippers achieve communion with God by consuming consecrated wine and bread
which miraculoudly is the blood and body of the crucified god. The holy book of
Christianity, the Bible, consists of aversion of the scriptures of the Jewish religion
added to which are four gospels describing the ministry of Jesus on earth, the Acts of
the Apostles (mainly of Paul, the evangelist), letters of some of the apostles of Christ,
again mainly Paul, and an apocalypse.

The gospel s describe the human sacrifice of the incarnate God and include a core of
teaching broadly expressed as love thy neighbour. Christianity has several holy
days—the principal ones being the supposed anniversaries of Jesus' s death,
resurrection and birth—and has adopted Sunday as its sabbath.

These are the essentials of Christianity, areligion which today holds the hearts and
minds of over athousand million people—many in the most advanced countries of the
world. Christians, even in these cultured societies, really believe that Jesus was the
absolute god who came to earth asaman, and thisisafact of history. But isit?

Many other gods were thought by their devotees to have been historical people who
wandered around doing good deeds—Orpheus and Hercules, for example—yet most
people do not now believe they existed. Why do we consider worshippers of Hercules
to be insane but worshippers of Jesus inspired? The clergy teach that all gods are myths
other than their own but what makes the Christian god an exception to the rule? Who
could believe abook published today that abounded in miracles? If the holy book of
another religion had miracles comparable to those in the gospels, would a Christian
believeit?

Christianity Revealed AskWhy! Publications Dr M D Magee



18-May-2003 Christianity Revealed Page 34

Why are events as remarkable as miracles recorded only in some gospels and not in
others? If anyone today claimed to be a Son of God, we should consider them to be
deluded or a charlatan, and our skepticism would be justified. Y et because we are
brought up to it, we accept it without question of a man whose followers proclaimed
him a god around 2000 years ago.

Even St Augustine admitted: | should not believe in the gospelsif | had not the
authority of the church for so doing. A saint he may be but his argument is circular, for
he admits without this special authority, it would not be possible to believe the gospels,
yet, if the gospel story is not to be believed, what special authority has the church? If
the gospels were not the foundation of our own religion we would find them
preposterous and would not comprehend how anyone could believe such nonsense.
And, if our faith is greater than St Augustine’' s and we do not need the authority of the
church to accept the gospels as God-given truth, how do we explain the many
contradictions in them? Why is God so confusing—or confused?

Can we be sure the Son of God of the gospelsisnot an illusion or afraud? Could we be
gullible dupes whose ethical base is a confidence trick? For Christians such questions
are impertinent. Christianity is genuine. It isthe only genuine religion. All others are
heathen. Pagan! Christians have sufficient proof—their belief! Celsus, an early critic of
Christianity, said the Christians do not examine but believe. Isit credible that highly
educated, worldly people today will not examine but smply believe? It is credible!
They do—just believe!

These difficulties arise because Christian beliefs are built upon the fallible testimony of
men, but they include the belief that the original testimonies, fallible asthey are, are the
infallible testimony of God. Some Christians seeking rationality, struggling with the
knowledge that men wrote the accounts they revere, resolve their doubts by claiming
they were inspired by God, or by an aspect of Him—the Holy Ghost. Though written
by men they are still infallible. The Bible is the holy book. The gospels can be nothing
other than true: they are the gospel truth—the word of God himself.

Those alittle more skeptical might wonder why God leaves the reporting of his
incarnation on earth to disciples who are terminally stupid and succeed in botching up
the story, when he could have rendered it accurately himself during his sojourn here.
Or, he could have sent an angel to revedl it inscribed on tablets of gold. Why didn’t he
do something obvioudly infallible and save alot of trouble?

Evidently he chose not to, and a Christian would say we cannot be expected to
understand. Y et, according to Genesis, God made usin his own image, endowing us
with brains. It would be unreasonable to believe he does not expect us to use them.
Quite the reverse. Having given us brains He must expect us to use them, and, if
necessary, uncover false doctrine. The Christian scholar, Sir Edwyn Hoskyns, pleads
that the basis of Christianity demands historical and critical study—its piety depends
upon it.
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If Christian faith rests upon a particular event in history, those who refuse to investigate
it honestly must betray alack of that faith, for they dare not risk discovering they are
mistaken!

Perhaps the origins of Christianity are not what they seem. Perhaps cautionary tales that
circulated among oppressed and ignorant people came to be believed. Could Roman
slaves and housewives be expected to understand what motivated the Jewish nation in
its plight?—that Jesus was not what the church is now compelled to teach, lest it should
destroy its own foundation?

It is hard to be dispassionate about the Bible when we have been taught to revereit al
our lives, and our systems of beliefs seem to depend upon it. The gospels have such
authority in our society that most people, practising Christians or otherwise—like St
Augustine—believe that they are absolutely or essentially true. Jews and Christians are
indignant when anyone suggests that the authors of the scriptures were lying. “Can
saints and prophets, guided by God through the Holy Spirit lie? Outrageous! Of course
they don not lie!" They presume the biblical authors were upright and honest people
because they believe. What they read of these authors—the bible—is why they believe!
They refuse to examine the many problems especially of chronology in the biblical
texts, and even if they are obliged to consider them, they will dismiss them as Satanic
temptations.

Christian commentators have carefully steered away from accepting anything in the
gospels as allegorical or metaphoric. Rudolf Bultmann spoke despisingly of “mere
metaphors or ciphers." He did not know how close he was. The gospels are indeed
ciphers, rather crudely done, not very finely done as Barabara Thiering claims, yet with
the same idea at root perhaps. The idea of the Essenes was that the scriptures were
alegorical and properly deciphered contained God' s absolute truth, so the heirs of the
Essenes, the gentile bishops, thought the gospels could be written as crude allegory to
hide their real nature, and still be God'’ s truth.

Modern bishops fear that by accepting the gospels as allegorical, the historical Jesus
will be immediately vaporized into myth. In fact, the myth isimmediately condensed
into history. The mind of the allegorist is flying on magic carpets, walking on water
and seeing bodies rise fronm the dead, and what they write is not history. The alegorist
has made real history symbolic, so reading the symbols as the real history is plainly
wrong. The symbols must be interpreted properly. Allegory isthe enemy of gospel
exegesis based on the historical assumption. It is an assumption, because it has no
corroborating evidence. That it was set in first century Jerusalem is not evidence that
the alegory is history. The whole of the Christology of Jesus also depends on his
historicity, but the wrong christology must emerge if the allegorical Jesusis taken to be
the historical one.

E JTindey, aprofessor of theology at Leeds University says “biblical literatureisa
structure of myths, images and metaphors thrown up and conditioned by a particular
series of historical events." So, all biblical commentary is allegorical interpretation.
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What we have in the gospelsis a story about a movement against the puppet king of
Galilee and then against the Roman Prefect of Judaea, but deliberately allegorized to
disguise the underlying sedition, which would have been quite unacceptable to the
Romans. In case no one noticed, Christianity was unnacceptable to the Roman
authorities anyway, and remained so for 300 years, but over that time, the allegory
fooled enough ordinary people that it was a true history of an innocent and
misunderstood man, that the religion eventually became institutionalized as the state
religion. Thereafter, the allegory was institutionalized as history! Any counter evidence
was carefully destroyed or suitably edited.

That the parables of Jesus require decoding isimplied by the refrain; “He that hath ears
to hear, let him hear."

In the parable of the sower, the harvest is unnaturaly large. Even the lowest, 30 fold is
hugely optimistic. A typical yield would have been eight times. The harvest is therefore
an allegorical benefit of unimaginable value. The details of the lost sowings are also
allegorical. Yet C H Dodd in Parables of the Kingdom says Jesus “did not feel the need
for making up artificial illustrations for the truths he wished to teach.” Professor
Matthew Black thought the parables were allegories and said of Dodd that he
“managed to get the benefit of alegory while denying that it is allegory.”

In the Unmerciful Servant (Mt 18:23-35), the servant owed 10,000 talents! Each talent
Is 10,000 denarii, the pay of aday labourer. A days pay today, for the poorest |abourer
would be at least £25. So this servant owed over two billion pounds or 4 billion dollars.
He was arich servant, by any standards. The debt is unimaginably huge! The tribute of
Galilee and Peraea (Herod Antipas’'s kingdom) in 4 BC , according to Josephus was
200 talents. The parable of the Wicked Husbandmen, the Great Feast (Mt 22:1-13), The
Ten Virgins (Mt 25:1-12) are all unnatural and unrealistic.

Professor E J Tindey of Leeds University saw long ago that the “mission of Jesus had
been allegorized” in the gospels, “to make it contemporary,” he believed. “To make
them acceptable,” isthe truth.

Jacob Neusner in Rabbinic Literature and the New Testament. What We Cannot Show
We Do Not Know, criticises Christians for:

« failing carefully and critically to analyse the literary and historical traits of every
pericope adduced as evidence;

* assumping that things happened exactly as the sources allege;

* using anachronistic or inappropriate analogies and the introduction of irrelevant issues.

In short, Christian belief boils down to:
“What you do not know,

Y ou do not have to show.
Just say... anditisso.”
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It is obviously quite impossible to reason with such people although Jews, pace
Neusner, are scarcely any different. “Belief” isirreconcilable with reason. Rational
people must want to examine the origins of their beliefs and show that they are well
founded. They must be sufficiently curious to wish to examine the relevant Christian
textsto justify and confirm their views. They must be willing to ook at the books of
the New Testament in their human and historical context, accepting that, if God
inspired their composition, it would shine through. Equally, if it does not, they must be
willing to accept the Christian holy books are merely the work of men wilfully or
misguidedly duping their fellows. Would God want us to believeit if it were not true?

Pilate said: What is truth? Whatever we accept as the truth of Christian origins, thereis
sure to be a degper truth waiting to be discovered. Why should anyone fear it? My
purpose here isto offer the Christian story from the viewpoint of a skeptic—to show
that it is possible to interpret the facts offered to us by the early Christian writersin a
non-mystical, non-supernatural way, and thereby recover from the Christian gospels the
remnants of historical truth.

But the gospel s themselves offer serious problems to any rational interpretation.

Christianity Revealed AskWhy! Publications Dr M D Magee



18-May-2003 Christianity Revealed Page 38

Christian “ Scholar s’

Modern Christian “scholars’ apparently only want to tackle easy problems—in other
words, anything that is not a problem. This is the meaning of “scholar” applied to a
Christian student of the bible. They do not want to risk discovering something that
might rock the holy boat. They want to be free to bibble to their heart’ s content secure
in the knowledge that their scholarly peers will approve—so long as they do not
actually try to discover any truths about biblical history or myth.

These “scholars’ like to place tags of disapproval upon anyone who really triesto
formulate serious, testable theses about the New Testament. The long accepted theory
iIsthe “Two Document” theory that the synoptic gospels were based on Mark’ s gospel
and another work, now lost, called “Q.” Thistheory superseded an earlier theory called
the “ Griesbach Hypothesis.”

Now, no one imagines that the synoptic gospel writerstook their sources, whatever
they were, wrote and handed to the genera public the final version of their

gospel s—the ones we can read today. Christians might like to think that God inspired
the writing of gospels, so the process was quite straightforward, but no objective
scholar ever believed this. The gospels have obviously been changed frequently by
deliberating editing or by copying errors since they were first written, and it is not even
clear that the gospels of Mark and L uke even existed in an agreed form at first. Thereis
good reason for thinking that both could have existed initally as adraft form
(proto-Mrk and proto-L uke) and this was worked up by many hands into the books we
now have. A similar scheme appliestoo to Matthew which was originally not at all like
the gospel we now have but was a collection of sayings, perhaps a version of the
document called “Q.” This was cobined with Mark, to give afuller, richer and more
polished gospel and this was edited by many editors before it reached the modern form.

Plainly, at atime when books were not easily made, earlier drafts might have been kept
in circulation even though they were strictly superseded by alater version. So,though
the authors of Matthew and Luke drew on Mark and “Q,” neither Mark nor Q might
have been the latest version. Not long afterwards, incomplete versions of all three
synoptic gospels might have been around, and some editors might have transferred
stories from one to the other for the sake of harmony.

None of this detracts from the basic thesis that the synoptics are composed of Mark and
Q, but suggest the process was not simple. Y et, Christian “scholars’ disparage the
“Two Document” thesis as “simplistic,” a deliberate implication that those who accept
it—unlike the sophisticated “ scholars,” Christian ones—are simple.
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