
Ancient  Evidence  for  Jesus
from Non-Christian Sources
Dr.  Michael  Gleghorn  examines  evidence  from  ancient  non-
Christian sources for the life of Jesus, demonstrating that
such sources help confirm the historical reliability of the
Gospels.

Evidence from Tacitus
Although there is overwhelming evidence that the New Testament
is  an  accurate  and  trustworthy  historical  document,  many
people are still reluctant to believe what it says unless
there is also some independent, non-biblical testimony that
corroborates its statements. In the introduction to one of his
books, F.F. Bruce tells about a Christian correspondent who
was  told  by  an  agnostic  friend  that  “apart  from  obscure
references in Josephus and the like,” there was no historical
evidence for the life of Jesus outside the Bible.{1} This, he
wrote to Bruce, had caused him “great concern and some little
upset in [his] spiritual life.”{2} He concludes his letter by
asking, “Is such collateral proof available, and if not, are
there reasons for the lack of it?”{3} The answer to this
question is, “Yes, such collateral proof is available,” and we
will be looking at some of it in this article.

Let’s begin our inquiry with a passage that historian Edwin
Yamauchi calls “probably the most important reference to Jesus
outside the New Testament.”{4} Reporting on Emperor Nero’s
decision  to  blame  the  Christians  for  the  fire  that  had
destroyed Rome in A.D. 64, the Roman historian Tacitus wrote:

Nero fastened the guilt . . . on a class hated for their
abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus,
from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme
penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of . . .
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Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus
checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea,
the first source of the evil, but even in Rome. . . .{5}

What  all  can  we  learn  from  this  ancient  (and  rather
unsympathetic) reference to Jesus and the early Christians?
Notice, first, that Tacitus reports Christians derived their
name  from  a  historical  person  called  Christus  (from  the
Latin), or Christ. He is said to have “suffered the extreme
penalty,” obviously alluding to the Roman method of execution
known as crucifixion. This is said to have occurred during the
reign of Tiberius and by the sentence of Pontius Pilatus. This
confirms much of what the Gospels tell us about the death of
Jesus.

But what are we to make of Tacitus’ rather enigmatic statement
that  Christ’s  death  briefly  checked  “a  most  mischievous
superstition,” which subsequently arose not only in Judaea,
but also in Rome? One historian suggests that Tacitus is here
“bearing indirect . . . testimony to the conviction of the
early church that the Christ who had been crucified had risen
from the grave.”{6} While this interpretation is admittedly
speculative,  it  does  help  explain  the  otherwise  bizarre
occurrence of a rapidly growing religion based on the worship
of a man who had been crucified as a criminal.{7} How else
might one explain that?

Evidence from Pliny the Younger
Another important source of evidence about Jesus and early
Christianity can be found in the letters of Pliny the Younger
to Emperor Trajan. Pliny was the Roman governor of Bithynia in
Asia Minor. In one of his letters, dated around A.D. 112, he
asks Trajan’s advice about the appropriate way to conduct
legal  proceedings  against  those  accused  of  being
Christians.{8}  Pliny  says  that  he  needed  to  consult  the
emperor about this issue because a great multitude of every
age, class, and sex stood accused of Christianity.{9}



At  one  point  in  his  letter,  Pliny  relates  some  of  the
information  he  has  learned  about  these  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, and bound themselves by a
solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds, but never to commit
any fraud, theft or adultery, never to falsify their word,
nor deny a trust when they should be called upon to deliver
it up; after which it was their custom to separate, and then
reassemble to partake of food—but food of an ordinary and
innocent kind.{10}

This passage provides us with a number of interesting insights
into the beliefs and practices of early Christians. First, we
see that Christians regularly met on a certain fixed day for
worship.  Second,  their  worship  was  directed  to  Christ,
demonstrating  that  they  firmly  believed  in  His  divinity.
Furthermore,  one  scholar  interprets  Pliny’s  statement  that
hymns were sung to Christ, as to a god, as a reference to the
rather distinctive fact that, “unlike other gods who were
worshipped, Christ was a person who had lived on earth.”{11}
If  this  interpretation  is  correct,  Pliny  understood  that
Christians were worshipping an actual historical person as
God! Of course, this agrees perfectly with the New Testament
doctrine that Jesus was both God and man.

Not only does Pliny’s letter help us understand what early
Christians believed about Jesus’ person, it also reveals the
high esteem to which they held His teachings. For instance,
Pliny notes that Christians bound themselves by a solemn oath
not  to  violate  various  moral  standards,  which  find  their
source in the ethical teachings of Jesus. In addition, Pliny’s
reference to the Christian custom of sharing a common meal
likely alludes to their observance of communion and the “love
feast.”{12} This interpretation helps explain the Christian
claim  that  the  meal  was  merely  food  of  an  ordinary  and
innocent kind. They were attempting to counter the charge,



sometimes  made  by  non-Christians,  of  practicing  “ritual
cannibalism.”{13} The Christians of that day humbly repudiated
such slanderous attacks on Jesus’ teachings. We must sometimes
do the same today.

Evidence from Josephus
Perhaps the most remarkable reference to Jesus outside the
Bible  can  be  found  in  the  writings  of  Josephus,  a  first
century Jewish historian. On two occasions, in his Jewish
Antiquities, he mentions Jesus. The second, less revealing,
reference describes the condemnation of one “James” by the
Jewish Sanhedrin. This James, says Josephus, was “the brother
of Jesus the so-called Christ.”{14} F.F. Bruce points out how
this agrees with Paul’s description of James in Galatians 1:19
as “the Lord’s brother.”{15} And Edwin Yamauchi informs us
that “few scholars have questioned” that Josephus actually
penned this passage.{16}

As interesting as this brief reference is, there is an earlier
one,  which  is  truly  astonishing.  Called  the  “Testimonium
Flavianum,” the relevant portion declares:

About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one
ought to call him a man. For he . . . wrought surprising
feats. . . . He was the Christ. When Pilate . . .condemned
him to be crucified, those who had . . . come to love him
did not give up their affection for him. On the third day he
appeared . . . restored to life. . . . And the tribe of
Christians . . . has . . . not disappeared.{17}

Did Josephus really write this? Most scholars think the core
of the passage originated with Josephus, but that it was later
altered by a Christian editor, possibly between the third and
fourth century A.D.{18} But why do they think it was altered?
Josephus was not a Christian, and it is difficult to believe
that anyone but a Christian would have made some of these
statements.{19}



For  instance,  the  claim  that  Jesus  was  a  wise  man  seems
authentic, but the qualifying phrase,
“if indeed one ought to call him a man,” is suspect. It
implies  that  Jesus  was  more  than  human,  and  it  is  quite
unlikely  that  Josephus  would  have  said  that!  It  is  also
difficult to believe he would have flatly asserted that Jesus
was the Christ, especially when he later refers to Jesus as
“the so-called” Christ. Finally, the claim that on the third
day Jesus appeared to His disciples restored to life, inasmuch
as it affirms Jesus’ resurrection, is quite unlikely to come
from a non-Christian!

But  even  if  we  disregard  the  questionable  parts  of  this
passage, we are still left with a good deal of corroborating
information about the biblical Jesus. We read that he was a
wise man who performed surprising feats. And although He was
crucified  under  Pilate,  His  followers  continued  their
discipleship and became known as Christians. When we combine
these statements with Josephus’ later reference to Jesus as
“the  so-called  Christ,”  a  rather  detailed  picture  emerges
which  harmonizes  quite  well  with  the  biblical  record.  It
increasingly  appears  that  the  “biblical  Jesus”  and  the
“historical Jesus” are one and the same!

Evidence from the Babylonian Talmud
There  are  only  a  few  clear  references  to  Jesus  in  the
Babylonian Talmud, a collection of Jewish rabbinical writings
compiled between approximately A.D. 70-500. Given this time
frame, it is naturally supposed that earlier references to
Jesus are more likely to be historically reliable than later
ones.  In  the  case  of  the  Talmud,  the  earliest  period  of
compilation  occurred  between  A.D.  70-200.{20}  The  most
significant reference to Jesus from this period states:

On the eve of the Passover Yeshu was hanged. For forty days
before the execution took place, a herald . . . cried, “He
is going forth to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery



and enticed Israel to apostasy.”{21}

Let’s  examine  this  passage.  You  may  have  noticed  that  it
refers to someone named “Yeshu.” So why do we think this is
Jesus? Actually, “Yeshu” (or “Yeshua”) is how Jesus’ name is
pronounced in Hebrew. But what does the passage mean by saying
that Jesus “was hanged”? Doesn’t the New Testament say he was
crucified? Indeed it does. But the term “hanged” can function
as a synonym for “crucified.” For instance, Galatians 3:13
declares that Christ was “hanged”, and Luke 23:39 applies this
term to the criminals who were crucified with Jesus.{22} So
the Talmud declares that Jesus was crucified on the eve of
Passover. But what of the cry of the herald that Jesus was to
be stoned? This may simply indicate what the Jewish leaders
were planning to do.{23} If so, Roman involvement changed
their plans!{24}

The passage also tells us why Jesus was crucified. It claims
He practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy! Since
this accusation comes from a rather hostile source, we should
not  be  too  surprised  if  Jesus  is  described  somewhat
differently  than  in  the  New  Testament.  But  if  we  make
allowances  for  this,  what  might  such  charges  imply  about
Jesus?

Interestingly, both accusations have close parallels in the
canonical gospels. For instance, the charge of sorcery is
similar  to  the  Pharisees’  accusation  that  Jesus  cast  out
demons “by Beelzebul the ruler of the demons.”{25} But notice
this:  such  a  charge  actually  tends  to  confirm  the  New
Testament  claim  that  Jesus  performed  miraculous  feats.
Apparently Jesus’ miracles were too well attested to deny. The
only alternative was to ascribe them to sorcery! Likewise, the
charge of enticing Israel to apostasy parallels Luke’s account
of the Jewish leaders who accused Jesus of misleading the
nation  with  his  teaching.{26}  Such  a  charge  tends  to
corroborate  the  New  Testament  record  of  Jesus’  powerful
teaching ministry. Thus, if read carefully, this passage from



the Talmud confirms much of our knowledge about Jesus from the
New Testament.

Evidence from Lucian
Lucian of Samosata was a second century Greek satirist. In one
of his works, he wrote of the early Christians as follows:

The  Christians  .  .  .  worship  a  man  to  this  day–the
distinguished personage who introduced their novel rites,
and was crucified on that account. . . . [It] was impressed
on  them  by  their  original  lawgiver  that  they  are  all
brothers, from the moment that they are converted, and deny
the gods of Greece, and worship the crucified sage, and live
after his laws.{27}

Although Lucian is jesting here at the early Christians, he
does make some significant comments about their founder. For
instance,  he  says  the  Christians  worshipped  a  man,  “who
introduced their novel rites.” And though this man’s followers
clearly thought quite highly of Him, He so angered many of His
contemporaries with His teaching that He “was crucified on
that account.”

Although  Lucian  does  not  mention  his  name,  he  is  clearly
referring to Jesus. But what did Jesus teach to arouse such
wrath?  According  to  Lucian,  he  taught  that  all  men  are
brothers from the moment of their conversion. That’s harmless
enough. But what did this conversion involve? It involved
denying  the  Greek  gods,  worshipping  Jesus,  and  living
according to His teachings. It’s not too difficult to imagine
someone being killed for teaching that. Though Lucian doesn’t
say so explicitly, the Christian denial of other gods combined
with their worship of Jesus implies the belief that Jesus was
more than human. Since they denied other gods in order to
worship Him, they apparently thought Jesus a greater God than
any that Greece had to offer!



Let’s  summarize  what  we’ve  learned  about  Jesus  from  this
examination  of  ancient  non-Christian  sources.  First,  both
Josephus and Lucian indicate that Jesus was regarded as wise.
Second, Pliny, the Talmud, and Lucian imply He was a powerful
and  revered  teacher.  Third,  both  Josephus  and  the  Talmud
indicate  He  performed  miraculous  feats.  Fourth,  Tacitus,
Josephus,  the  Talmud,  and  Lucian  all  mention  that  He  was
crucified.  Tacitus  and  Josephus  say  this  occurred  under
Pontius Pilate. And the Talmud declares it happened on the eve
of  Passover.  Fifth,  there  are  possible  references  to  the
Christian belief in Jesus’ resurrection in both Tacitus and
Josephus.  Sixth,  Josephus  records  that  Jesus’  followers
believed He was the Christ, or Messiah. And finally, both
Pliny and Lucian indicate that Christians worshipped Jesus as
God!

I  hope  you  see  how  this  small  selection  of  ancient  non-
Christian sources helps corroborate our knowledge of Jesus
from the gospels. Of course, there are many ancient Christian
sources of information about Jesus as well. But since the
historical reliability of the canonical gospels is so well
established, I invite you to read those for an authoritative
“life of Jesus!”
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“Why  Was  Jesus  Crucified
Outside Jerusalem?”
What  is  the  meaning  behind  Jesus  being  crucified  outside
Jerusalem?

There is an interesting passage in Hebrews 13:10-14 which
speaks of Jesus suffering “outside the gate” of Jerusalem.
Since this letter was originally written to Jewish believers
who were tempted to abandon their Christian faith and return
to Judaism and the Temple, the author seems to be encouraging
his readers to share Christ’s humiliation and rejection by the
Jewish community. This is symbolized by their going “outside”
the Jewish community and sharing in Christ’s sufferings. As
one commentator puts it, “In essence, the author’s command to
‘go forth to’ Christ was a command to abandon Judaism. Anyone
found with Christ—outside of the city gate—would be considered
outside the Jewish community.”

Shalom,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries
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“My  Girlfriend’s  Parents
Won’t Accept Me Because I’m
Not Saved”
My girlfriend’s parents do not accept me because I am not
saved though I have never put a foot wrong. I would like to
know where Probe Ministries stands on this. As a footnote, she
has a child which I have accepted as my own.

Thanks for writing. Although I do not know all the details of
your case, there is actually biblical justification for your
girlfriend’s parents reaction to you. The apostle Paul wrote
to the Corinthians as follows in 2 Corinthians 6:14-16:

“Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do
righteousness  and  wickedness  have  in  common?  Or  what
fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is
there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in
common with an unbeliever? What agreement is there between
the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the
living God. As God has said: ‘I will live with them and walk
among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my
people.’

This passage clearly forbids believers to marry unbelievers.
If your girlfriend is a Christian, then this could at least
partially explain her parents’ reaction to you.

Of course, the good news is that you don’t need to continue
relating to your girlfriend’s family as an outsider! After
all, Christ died for you too! So why not repent of your sin,
give your heart and life to Christ, and place your trust in
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Him for forgiveness, cleansing, and the free gift of eternal
life? Of course, you must do so genuinely and sincerely and
from  the  heart.  But  if  you  do,  then  you  will  (most
importantly) be an adopted son of God and a member of His
family forever. In addition, if you sincerely give your life
to Christ, it might also make you more acceptable to your
girlfriend’s parents. Of course, I want to be very clear, that
you do not PRETEND to become a Christian in order to win their
approval. That would be a very great sin in the eyes of God.
However, if you genuinely and sincerely give your life to
Christ and become a member of the family of God, then He may
(as  an  added  bonus)  grant  you  the  approval  of  your
girlfriend’s family as well. And even if He doesn’t, you will
still have the greatest good that any man can ever have/M a
personal relationship with the Triune God, your Creator and
Redeemer who loves you, and gave His Son for you. And what
could ultimately be better than that?

Shalom,

Michael Gleghorn

Posted July 2, 2014
© 2014 Probe Ministries

“Is  the  Phrase  ‘Holy  Ghost
Fire’ Biblical?”
I hear people, even pastors, speak this phrase “Holy Ghost
Fire.” Is this phrase biblical? Because I’ve searched the
scripture and haven’t come across it.
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Thanks for writing. This particular phrase does not occur in
the Bible. It sounds like to sort of thing that Pentecostal
preachers might say in reference to the baptism of the Holy
Spirit. The biblical basis for this sort of language would be
passages like Matthew 3:11 and Luke 3:16, in which John the
Baptist distinguishes his baptism from that of the coming
Messiah (Jesus) who will baptize with “the Holy Spirit and
with fire.”

Later, in Acts 2:1-3, we have the account of what happened to
Jesus’ disciples on the Day of Pentecost. We are told that
“tongues of fire” came to rest on each of them, and they were
filled with the Holy Spirit, and began to speak in other
tongues (or languages).

It is probably to passages of this sort that these preachers
are indirectly referring. Of course, this raises a lot of
questions  about  the  precise  nature  of  the  Holy  Spirit’s
baptism and what it means to “speak in tongues,” etc. If you
want to explore these issues further, from a non-Pentecostal
perspective, I would recommend visiting bible.org and doing
searches on some of the things you’re interested in. This site
has  a  great  deal  of  biblical  and  theological  material,
including the NET Bible, all free of charge.

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn

Posted July 2, 2014
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“What  About  Believers  Who
Stop Believing in Christ?”
I saw your response to a question regarding Hebrews and the
warning of falling away. The thing is, I’ve known people who
stopped believing in Christ, and then were restored to faith.
How does this go together with these verses? Even missionaries
like Adoniram Judson, Isobel Kuhn and John Newton all had
times of rebellion in their younger years. And so did I; even
though I grew up in a Christian home, I denied my faith in
Christ at age 17—I sort of lived as a “Secret Christian”
because of my Muslim fiancée at the time. At that time I
didn’t even know how bad it was. Because I wasn’t born again
or knew of repentance I never felt convicted of sins before.
It’s now been three years later, and I recently experienced a
hatred for sin and a true faith in the sacrifice of Jesus (a
faith beyond just mental acknowledgement). Does that mean I’m
beyond hope?

I’m a little confused also because the verses you say refer to
not true believers. My question also is, would a Jew really
leave Judaism to become a nominal Christian at that time? I
doubt one could say that they were nominal Christians who were
in danger of falling away, when I know how much it means to
leave one religion for Christianity in a country with mostly
people who belong to false religion. To leave their faith to
convert to Christ meant to sacrifice all—it would be like a
Muslim  converting  and  losing  his  family  just  by  some
superficial faith . . . that’s why I feel like it didn’t make
sense to say the Jews who fell away were just superficial
believers?

These are some very important (but also difficult) questions.
We  must  honestly  admit  the  difficulty,  I  think,  as  we
nonetheless strive to understand (and believe and obey) what
the Bible teaches. My own view is basically this:
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First you ask: “I’ve known people who stopped believing in
Christ, and then were restored to faith. How does this go
together with these verses?”

If these people were true believers, and have been restored to
genuine faith in Christ, then they are saved. If “eternal
security” of the believer is true (i.e. once saved, always
saved), then they were always saved (since first trusting
Christ for salvation). If this doctrine is false, then it
appears that they have been graciously restored to faith (and
salvation).  Either  way,  if  they  are  trusting  Christ  for
salvation (and their faith is genuine), then they are saved.

Of course, it’s also possible that they weren’t initially true
believers at all. Sometimes people think they are Christians
because they go to church, or believe in God, or because they
have been baptized, or something else. But they may never have
truly trusted Christ for salvation. One cannot lose what one
never had. In this case, such people are not really saved at
all until they truly trust Christ for salvation. And this may
not actually happen until after some period of rebellion.

Indeed, you say of yourself, “Because I wasn’t born again or
knew of repentance I never felt convicted of sins before. It’s
now  been  three  years  later,  and  I  recently  experienced  a
hatred for sin and a true faith in the sacrifice of Jesus (a
faith beyond just mental acknowledgement). Does that mean I’m
beyond hope?”

Of course you’re not beyond hope! You have trusted in Christ
for salvation and you are saved! But it doesn’t sound like you
were saved before this (even though you may have grown up in a
Christian home). In other words, it doesn’t sound like you
ever really left the faith, because it doesn’t sound to me
like you were saved until recently. And the same would almost
certainly be true of Adoniram Judson and John Newton. By the
way, Christians continue to struggle with sin after salvation,
but that is a different matter from completely abandoning the
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faith.

Finally, no, I do not think that a Jew would abandon Judaism
to become a nominal Christian (except possibly under extreme
duress). But people may become lax in their faith over time.
And  such  people  could  potentially  abandon  their  faith  to
return to Judaism. Note: I’m not saying this actually happens.
But it could. And if it were to happen, then such a person
might  indeed  forfeit  salvation  (if  “eternal  security”  is
false, which is debatable).

This is how I see the matter. I tend to think that eternal
security is true, and that a believer cannot lose salvation.
But other disagree with this view and it is always possible
that they are right and that I am wrong. Regardless, however,
it is God’s intention to save those who come to Him through
His Son. And we are definitely secure in Christ. The only way
a believer could lose salvation (if such a thing is even
possible) is by committing apostasy and rejecting Christ, and
then persisting in this rejection until overtaken by physical
death.

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn

Posted 2014
© 2014 Probe Ministries

“What  Is  the  ‘Sin  Unto
Death’?” [Michael Gleghorn]
What is the sin unto death, according to 1 John 5:16-17? [If
anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death,
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he shall ask, and God will give him life—to those who commit
sins that do not lead to death. There is sin that leads to
death;  I  do  not  say  that  one  should  pray  for  that.  All
wrongdoing is sin, but there is sin that does not lead to
death.]

The passage does not tell us what sort of sin leads to death,
nor does it tell us what sort of death is in view here (e.g.
physical or spiritual).

In my opinion, it seems best to understand the “death” in view
here as physical, not spiritual. We actually have examples in
the Bible in which believers sinned so grievously that God
took  their  lives  (see,  for  example,  Acts  5:1-11  and  1
Corinthians  11:30  [in  the  context  of  verses  17-34]).

If your version of the Bible has the indefinite pronoun “a”
before sin in these verses, you should know that this has been
added  by  translators  and  need  not  be  supplied  in  the
translation. In other words, John is not necessarily talking
about a particular sin. Rather, he is probably speaking of a
category of sins which could (if committed) lead to physical
death. This would be due to God’s judgment on the believer’s
sin.

One final point. If this understanding is correct, it need not
be understood to mean that the believer whose sin leads to
physical death is therefore spiritually lost. The judgment
would be upon the believer’s life in this world. It would not
imply that such a believer also forfeits heaven. The believer
so judged by God would still be saved. But he would probably
be  like  one  of  those  believer’s  described  by  Paul  in  1
Corinthians 3:15—”he himself will be saved, but only as one
escaping through the flames.” Such a believer is saved, but
appears to have suffered the loss of all possible heavenly
rewards. If this is correct, then salvation is not at issue
here, but rather the loss of rewards that could have been
earned through obedience. Of course, salvation itself is by



grace through faith, and not by our works (Ephesians 2:8-9).

I hope this helps. This is basically how I would understand
the passage in 1 John.

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn

Posted March 12, 2014

© 2014 Probe Ministries

“Are  There  Non-Christian
Sources Denying Jesus Lived?”
I was just reading Michael Gleghorn’s article Ancient Evidence
for  Jesus  from  Non-Christian  Sources.  Are  there  any  non-
Christian sources saying Jesus didn’t live? How reliable are
they?

Are there any non-Christian sources agreeing that Jesus did
live, but making claims about Him which oppose or contradict
what is said in the New Testament?

Thanks for your letter. Yes, on both counts. But notice that
my article is dealing with ancient evidence for Jesus. This is
the best evidence available, for it is closest in time to the
actual life of Jesus. Thus, concerning your first question,
the non-Christian sources which say that Jesus didn’t live
would all be very late. I’m not sure what the earliest such
source is, but such sources would not be considered reliable.
Such sources occasionally appear in our day, though this is
very much a minority opinion among scholars. The fact is, the
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evidence  for  the  life  of  Jesus  is  just  too  good  to  be
competently denied. Those who deny that Jesus ever lived are
really taking an extremely implausible (and even irrational)
position.

Concerning your second question, there are a number of ancient
sources along these lines. Such sources are not as ancient as
the New Testament gospels or other New Testament documents
(e.g.  the  letters  of  Paul,  Peter,  John,  etc.).  But  such
sources do exist. For one thing, some of the sources mentioned
in my program would fall under this category. Think of some of
the things said about Jesus in the Babylonian Talmud or in
Lucian. But there would also be sources like the Gospels of
Thomas, Peter, Mary Magdalene, Philip, etc, as well as other
such ancient sources. Here it’s important to note that such
sources are not as old as the New Testament documents, which
were written in the first century. These documents typically
date to the third and fourth centuries—long after the New
Testament  was  written  (and  long  after  the  writings  of
Josephus,  Tacitus,  Pliny  the  Younger,  etc.).  Also,  these
documents are typically characterized by a Gnostic theology,
which presents an unbiblical view of Jesus. The church fathers
(teachers and leaders in the early church) were wise to reject
these books from the New Testament canon. Although they claim
to be written by people like Mary Magdalene, Philip, Thomas,
etc., they were not written by the early Christian disciples
who bore these names. For more information on these subjects,
please see my article Redeeming the Da Vinci Code for a much
fuller explanation.

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

Posted Feb. 2014
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“Did  the  Church  Create  the
Bible?”
What would you say to a Catholic person who said “the church
created the Bible”?

In a very real sense, the person who says this is basically
correct. But some qualifications are also needed.

First, the church did not create the Old Testament. These
books preceded the church by quite a bit (assuming the church
began on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2).

Second, it’s important to remember that the New Testament
books (like those of the Old Testament) are both a divine and
human creation. The books were authored by human beings, but
their writings were superintended by the Holy Spirit (this is
the doctrine of inspiration).

Third, it’s important to remember that Protestants and Roman
Catholics have a slightly different canon of Scripture. That
is, Catholics include some books (e.g. the Apocrypha) which
Protestants do not include in the canon of Scripture (i.e.
authoritative, divinely inspired books).

However, once we make these qualifications, it is evident (I
think) that the New Testament was written (and brought into
its present canonical form) by the church. These writings
weren’t  written  by  non-Christians  after  all,  but  by
believers—who are part of the church. The same would go for
the process of canonization. Of course, God was providentially
guiding  those  leaders  who  ultimately  decided  which  books
should (and should not) be part of the New Testament. But the
fact remains that this was also a decision of the church.
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As a “bare bones” statement, then, I think the person who says
this is essentially correct.

Shalom in Christ,
Michael Gleghorn

© 2014 Probe Ministries

“Should  We  Give  Our  Tithes
Directly to the Pastor?”
A lady in our church said that God said to give all of our
tithes and offerings to the pastor for him personally. He gets
a weekly salary and works outside the church. Something did
not feel right to give my tithes directly to a man and not to
God’s house per se. Am I wrong to feel not right in my spirit?

It’s a bit difficult to know precisely what to say in a
situation like this, since I am not familiar with all the
details. However, you may be right to feel some discomfort in
your spirit about this. Suffice it to say that while the
laborer is worthy of his wages (Luke 10:7), there should also
be some structure for accountability. (Titus 1:7 indicates
that those in church leadership are stewards over God’s flock,
and 1 Cor. 4:2 requires that stewards be found faithful.) It
seems to me that there should be a group of leaders in the
church who wisely and prayerfully make decisions regarding the
use and allocation of church finances. This is what the church
seems to have already done by providing a weekly salary to the
minister for his services. At any rate, it seems to me that
money  should  be  given  to  the  church  and  then  wisely
distributed by a group of leaders in the church. From the
money given to the church, then, the pastor’s salary would be

https://probe.org/should-we-give-our-tithes-directly-to-the-pastor/
https://probe.org/should-we-give-our-tithes-directly-to-the-pastor/


paid, other church workers might be paid, missionaries might
be supported, the poor might be helped, etc. This, it seems to
me,  is  the  wisest  and  safest  way  to  handle  the  church’s
resources.  So  without  knowing  all  of  the  details  in  this
particular case, I am inclined to agree with your assessment
of the situation.

Shalom,
Michael Gleghorn

Posted Sept. 2013
© 2013 Probe Ministries

“Does  God  Hear  African
Prayers?”
I live in Nairobi, Kenya, and I have several questions about
prayer. 1) Why does it takes such a long time to answer our
prayers? I have been asking God to give me sponsors to go to
Bible College and I have been fasting all the time. 2) Why do
many, many people in Africa suffer so much more than white
people? Does God hear African prayers?

You ask some very important (and very profound) questions. As
I think about your questions, they seem to fall into two
categories: 1. Questions concerning petitionary prayer (i.e.
making requests of God, or asking Him for something) and 2.
Questions concerning the problem of evil and suffering.

Concerning prayer, I can safely begin by saying, Yes, God does
hear the prayers of Africans. But if this is true, you want to
know why it takes God so long to answer your requests. Now as
I’m sure you already realize, I really cannot answer this
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question—for God has not told me why He is waiting to answer
your request. However, there are a number of things that can
be said about why (in general) God may take a long time to
answer a person’s request. First, of course, the answer may
simply  be  “No.”  Just  as  we  wouldn’t  give  our  children
everything  they  asked  for,  so  also  God  doesn’t  give  His
children everything they ask for. Of course, if His answer to
a particular request is “No,” then we can (and must) trust
that He has very good, loving, and wise reasons for answering
in this way.

Second, God’s answer might be “Yes; but you need to wait.”
This can be hard to hear, of course. But again, my children
sometimes ask me for something (like a snack) to which my
answer is, “Yes; you can have a snack. But not right now. You
need  to  wait  until  after  dinner.”  In  the  same  way,  God
sometimes has us wait a while before giving us what we have
asked for. In my own case, I prayed that God would provide a
particular kind of woman to be my wife. I prayed nearly every
day for ten years before He finally granted my request. So
sometimes, God does intend to grant our request, but he first
requires that we wait a while. We can learn a lot of important
spiritual  lessons  about  trusting  God,  being  patient,
persevering in prayer, and so forth, as we wait upon the Lord.
I’m not saying this is easy. But God wants to develop us into
certain sorts of people. And one of the ways He does this is
by having us wait a while before He grants our request. After
all, for many of us, if God granted our requests immediately,
we wouldn’t appreciate what He has given us nearly so much. By
having us patiently and prayerfully wait upon Him for a time,
before granting our requests, we often come to appreciate much
more the blessings God has given us.

Third, God might be willing to grant a particular request
immediately,  but  does  not  do  so  because  we  are  harboring
unconfessed sin in our hearts. We all struggle with sin in
many ways. If we don’t confess our sins, but continue to



pursue that which the Lord hates, He may think it better not
to grant us our request.

There are other reasons why God might not immediately grant a
request as well. Some of these you can find in my article
“Problems and Promises of Petitionary Prayer.” I think you
would  find  this  article  helpful,  especially  the  last  two
sections on “Qualifying Christ’s Promises.”

Having said all of this, however, I want to reiterate that I
do  NOT  personally  know  why  God  has  not  yet  granted  your
request. Whatever the reason, we all need to learn to trust in
the wisdom, love, and goodness of God toward us in Christ,
whether He grants our requests quickly, slowly, or not at all.
He has very good reasons for doing things as He does and we
need to learn to trust Him.

Now concerning your second question, why so many people in
Africa suffer so much more than white people, I must (once
again) honestly confess that I do not know. This would be yet
another instance of the problem of evil and suffering in the
world. How can we reconcile the existence of an all-good, all-
loving, all-powerful God (like Christians believe in) with all
the evil and suffering in the world?

Now I want to be clear, Christian philosophers and theologians
have proposed very good answers to questions such as these.
But these answers essentially aim to show that God can have
very good, morally sufficient reasons, for allowing the evil
and suffering that He does—even if we have no idea what those
reasons are. As you can see, therefore, these answers (even if
they’re successful) will not be able to explicitly tell you
why so many people in Africa suffer so much. Unless God tells
us the answer to such a question, we simply do not know. And
it would be dishonest for me to tell you otherwise.

Having  said  this,  however,  I  do  like  what  the  Christian
philosopher William Lane Craig has to say about such matters.
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He, along with many others, points out that there is a very
strong statistical correlation between the amount of suffering
in a particular area of the world and the number of people
coming to Christ for salvation. That is, he observes that in
those places where there is a lot of suffering, there are
often a lot of people coming to Christ for salvation. But in
that case, one of the very good reasons that God might have
for allowing suffering and evil, is that it ends up being a
very effective means of moving men and women to give their
lives to Christ that they might be saved. And this, it is
crucially important to note, ends up insuring THEIR ETERNAL
WELL-BEING.

In this respect, it’s important to bear in mind that this life
is not all there is. People will continue to exist after they
die physically either in fellowship and communion with God in
heaven, or eternally deprived of such fellowship and communion
in hell. If God knows that more people will freely repent of
their sins and turn to Christ for salvation if He allows
suffering to enter their lives, then (somewhat ironically) the
most loving thing He can do is allow suffering to enter these
peoples lives. For by doing so, God knows they will repent,
trust in Christ for salvation, and be saved. And this means
they will have all eternity to enjoy God, without any pain or
suffering. If you would like to read more on the problem of
evil, here are some links to articles you might find helpful:
1. The Problem of Evil, 2. Christ and the Human Condition, and
3. The Value of Suffering. My colleague Sue Bohlin has also
provided her speaking notes for a message When God Says No:
Reasons For Unanswered Prayer at Bible.org.

At  any  rate,  a  great  deal  more  could  be  said  about  the
questions you have raised, ______. For the questions you have
raised are very profound questions. But hopefully, this brief
answer will give you some help and comfort as you continue to
wrestle with these issues. As I have said, I really cannot
specifically answer your questions. These are questions which
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no one knows the answer to but God—and it’s very important to
honestly say so. However, the Christian tradition does offer
genuine wisdom in thinking through questions of this sort. And
I’ve tried to share a bit of that with you in this letter.

Michael Gleghorn

Posted Aug. 2013
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