Gabriel’s Vision: An Angelic
Threat to the Resurrection?

An article in TIME magazine titled “Was Jesus’ Resurrection a
Sequel?” opened with the statement, “A 3-ft.-high tablet
romantically dubbed ‘Gabriel’s Vision’ could challenge the
uniqueness of the idea of the Christian Resurrection.”{1} What
exactly is this tablet and does it have any significant impact
on the teaching of the resurrection of Christ?

About a decade ago a stone tablet about three feet in height
owned by a Swiss-Israeli antiques collector received the
attention of historians. This tablet contained eighty-seven
lines in Hebrew text written, not engraved, on the stone.
Experts date the tablet to the late first century B.C. or a
little later. The origin of the tablet is unknown. Some
surmise that it came from the Transjordan region and other
scholars think this may have been a part of the Dead Sea
Scrolls collection.

The tablet contains an apocalyptic prediction of the end of
the world spoken by a person named Gabriel. Other scholars
believe the name refers to the angel Gabriel. There are
several parts of the message that are missing or difficult to
decipher.

The connection to the resurrection of Christ is found in line
80. Jewish scholar Israel Kohl, an expert in Talmudic and
biblical languages at Jerusalem’s Hebrew University, believes
that the line begins with the words “In three days” and
includes some form of the verb “to live.”{2} He believes that
this text refers to a first century Jewish rebel named Simon
who was killed by the Romans in 4 B.C. Kohl believes the
translation reads, “In three days, you shall live. I Gabriel
command you."”{3}
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Time magazine writer David Van Biema writes that if Kohl’s
translation is correct, it would somehow undermine the
historicity of resurrection. He states,

This, in turn, undermines one of the strongest literary
arguments employed by Christians over centuries to support
the historicity of the Resurrection (in which they believe on
faith): the specificity and novelty of the idea that the
Messiah would die on a Friday and rise on a Sunday. Who could
make such stuff up? But, as Knohl told TIME, maybe the
Christians had a model to work from. The idea of a “dying and
rising messiah appears in some Jewish texts, but until now,
everyone thought that was the impact of Christianity on
Judaism,” he says. “But for the first time, we have proof
that it was the other way around. The concept was there
before Jesus.” If so, he goes on, “this should shake our
basic view of Christianity. .. What happens in the New
Testament [could have been] adopted by Jesus and his
followers based on an earlier messiah story.”{4}

Biema states that one of the strongest arguments for the
resurrection was that it was a unique concept introduced by
Christianity. The belief in the resurrection 1is based on
“faith.” The defense Christians gave for the resurrection 1is
that it was not believed by the Jews and therefore could not
have been made up by the Christians. This discovery would then
undermine one of the strongest arguments for the resurrection
of Christ.

What implications does this discovery have, and is it a
devastating blow to the resurrection as Biema asserts? First,
Kohl contends that the words of line 80 should be translated
as, “In three days you shall live.” But the exact words of
that line are not known. Hebrew scholars remain uncertain
regarding line 80 because in crucial places there are a lot of
missing words. The Israeli scholar who first worked on the
tablet is Ada Yardeni. Yardeni’s translation of the text shows



indeed there are key words missing. The English translation
reads, “..from before You, the three si[gn]s(?), three
wlw.](line 79). In three days .., I, Gabri’el ..[?], (line
80).{5} Yardeni considers the words in line 80 to be
indecipherable.{6}

Church history scholar Ben Witherington states that the verb
Kohl translates as rise could also mean “there arose.” So,
instead of a resurrected messiah, the text refers to the
appearing of a Messiah.{7} Since the words of line 80 are not
clear, we cannot state conclusively the text is speaking of a
messiah who dies and resurrects in three days.

Second, I do not find this discovery a threat to the
resurrection. Even if Kohl’s translation is correct, it does
not affect the evidence for and the teaching on the
resurrection. If Kohl’'s translation is correct, it would
highlight the debate in Jewish belief regarding the Messiah.
The popular notion was teaching of a Davidic Messiah who would
overthrow the nation’s enemies and establish the Davidic
Kingdom. However, some Jewish schools although a minority,
held to a belief in a suffering Messiah. If Kohl’'s translation
is correct, this tablet would show this suffering Messiah
would rise from the dead in three days.

This would not pose a major threat to Christianity. Many
Christians have taught that the idea of a resurrected Messiah
was never taught in Judaism. However, Christians have long
taught that the 0ld Testament prophecies such as Isaiah 53
teach of a dying and resurrected Messiah. In fact, a few
people are recorded being raised from the dead in the 0ld
Testament (1 Kings 17, 2 Kings 13). Therefore, it should not
be so surprising if there was a pre-Christian Jewish belief in
a resurrected Messiah held by a minority of Jews.

Finally, Biema states that the “novelty” of the resurrection
is one of the strongest literary arguments for the historicity
of the resurrection. He also states that Christians’ belief in



the resurrection is based on “faith.” I would disagree with
Biema's assertions. First, the historicity of the resurrection
is not based on “faith” or belief without credible reasons.
The belief 1in the resurrection 1is based on compelling
historical evidence. Second, I do not believe the novelty of
the resurrection 1is one of the strongest arguments for the
resurrection. I rarely if ever have used it in an apologetic
presentation. I believe the strongest arguments come from the
historical evidence.

What are those evidences? First, the Gospels represent an
accurate historical account of the life of Christ written in
the lifetime of the eyewitnesses. The internal evidence,
archaeology, manuscript evidence, quotes from the early Church
Fathers, and ancient non-Christian historical works affirm the
first century date and historical accuracy of the gospels (See
my article on The Historical Reliability of the Gospels.)

In studying the resurrection, there are several facts agreed
upon by historians of various persuasions. First, the tomb of
Christ was known and was found empty. Second, there is the
transformation of the Apostles from cowards to men who boldly
proclaimed the resurrection of Christ in the face of their
enemies. Third, the preaching of the Resurrection originates
in Jerusalem, the most hostile place to preach such a message.
Fourth, we have a massive Jewish societal transformation.
Thousands of Jews abandon key tenets of Jewish faith and
accept the teachings of Christ. Fifth, the origin of the
church was built on the proclamation of the resurrection. Any
explanation of the empty tomb must account for these facts,
and the resurrection remains the most reasonable explanation.
All other attempts have failed as alternative explanations
(See my article Resurrection: Fact or Fiction.)

These remain the strongest arguments for the resurrection, not
the novelty of a resurrected Messiah. Even if Kohl'’s
translation 1is proven to be correct, it does not affect any of
these facts. There 1is still compelling evidence for the
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resurrection of Christ. Kohl’'s translation would highlight the
controversy among pre-Christian Jews regarding the two
concepts of the coming Messiah. His translation would simply
add the idea that the minority view regarding the suffering
Messiah included a belief by some Jews in a Messiah who would
die and resurrect three days later.
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Resources Related to the
Jesus Tomb Controversy

Outside Sources on the Supposed Jesus
Family Tomb and Ossuary
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e Hollywood Hype: The 0Oscars and
Jesus’ Family Tomb, what do they share?

Blog post of Biblical scholar Darrell Bock. Stay up-to-date at
his blog’'s homepage: blogs.bible.org/bock.

* “No need to vell, only a challenge for some who need to step
up and could”

Blog post of Biblical scholar Darrell Bock.

e “The Jesus Tomb? Titanic Talpiot tomb theory sunk from the
start”

Blog post of Biblical scholar Ben Witherington. Stay up-to-
date at his blog’s homepage: benwitherington.blogspot.com..

e Christian Newswire: Ten reasons why the Jesus tomb claim is
bogus.

e Remains of the Day: Scholars dismiss filmmakers’ assertions
that Jesus and his family were buried in Jerusalem.

e The Jesus Family Tomb? From respected scholarly apologetics
site, Leadership University.

Probe Articles on Christ’s Resurrection,
Biblical Archaeology and the Bible

e Cruci-Fiction and Resuscitation by Russ Wise

If Jesus’ remains do inhabit a tomb anywhere, that demands an
explanation of what really happened after his crucifiction. In
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1997, a paid advertisement in a campus newspaper declaring
Christ’s resurrection a hoax was deeply disturbing to its
readers. This essay raises nine problems with the ad and
answers them, and addresses one aspect of the current debate
in so doing.

e Evidence of Jesus’ Existence? by Rusty Wright

An ancient bone receptacle (ossuary) from Israel announced in
2002 contains the inscription, “James, son of Joseph, brother
of Jesus.” It could be the earliest extra-biblical
archaeological evidence of Jesus. This article notes the
speculative nature of determining the authenticity of such
finds, even with the best of evidence. Yet, time after time,
archeology attests to what even a Jewish expert describes as
the “almost incredibly accurate historical memory of the
Bible.”

 Jesus’ Resurrection: Fact or Fiction? by Rusty Wright

Resurrection evidences made clear and simple.

 Archaeology and the New Testament by Pat Zukeran

Numerous people, places and events described in the New
Testament have been verified by archeology. Helpful section on
Understanding Archaeology.

 Archaeology and the 0ld Testament by Pat Zukeran

Apologist Zukeran surveys the importance of archaeology with
regard to its confirmation of biblical history. Includes
sections entitled Historical Confirmation of Jesus, Accuracy
of the Gospels, Confirmation Regarding the Crucifixion and
more.

 Authority of the Bible by Pat Zukeran

Why take biblical accounts seriously in light of discoveries
like the supposed tomb of Jesus’ family? This article explores
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why the Bible is the Word of God by examining Internal
evidence (self-proclamation, the Holy Spirit, transforming
ability, and unity) and External evidence (indestructibility,
archeology, prophecy).

e “How Do We Know Christ Rose from the Dead? And Who Wrote the
Bible?” by Jimmy Williams

Almost half of Probe’s nearly 1300 Web resources are responses
to actual questions from visitors like you. This one answers
the question, “How Do We Know Christ Rose from the Dead?” and
“Who Wrote the Bible?”
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Bridging to Common Ground:
Communicating Christ Across
the Cultural Divide

Have you ever felt like an alien in your own culture? What was
your reaction to the people in that other group? The other
day, mine was negative, then a bit hopeful. It all left me
very humbled, but ready once more to build bridges and sow
spiritual seed over shared common ground.

Always Ready?

There I was, 1in a vegetarian restaurant, talking to the
Chinese owner about my motivations for patronizing this rare
refuge for vegans, vegetarians and other people far removed
from my day-to-day world. I just like to eat healthier
sometimes, I weakly offered. After all, when I recently found
it closed, I had sauntered to the Texas-style barbeque joint
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in the same shopping center feeling little irony.

Not so for most of the old man’s clientele. They just seemed
to fit the veggie-eaters mold. I felt conspicuously out of
place as I mingled in the buffet line with pony-tailed quys,
gals with their hair in doo-rags, Indian and Chinese
immigrants. Yet there I stood, representing white middle-
America in my Tommy Bahama knock-off shirt and dress slacks.

I spied a rack of religious booklets promoting an off-beat
Asian religious group. Hey, I thought to myself, if you want
authentic tofu-based cuisine, you have to mix with the
diversity. No problem.

But I wasn’t prepared for the group of youths who walked in
next, sporting dreadlocks, torn Goth stockings, studded
leather boots and T-shirts that would offend the most tough-
minded. The “F” word assaulted me in a slogan scrawled across
the back of several wearing the official T-shirt for the punk
band P*ssChrist.

I have to admit, I wavered between repulsion and compassion,
amusement and offense. Then I began to fantasize about
striding right up the large table of vegan-gothic-anti-social
kids and introducing myself. I imagined chatting, asking about
the band their shirts represent, then moving on to the fact
that not all Christ-followers are hypocritical haters—see, I'm
talking to you!

My two-fold goal in my little daydream, admittedly: to
challenge their perception of an establishment-looking right-
wing Christian guy like me and to test their own assumed
sensibilities regarding acceptance, tolerance and diversity.
After all, I judged, can they themselves show tolerance for a
fellow who represents a polar opposite worldview and set of
values? Or will they be found out as just another brand of
bigot? All of this I dreamed up perhaps without even finding
out their names! I never went over to their table.



Bad Thinking Means No Bridging or Burned
Bridges

Upon reflection, I saw how off-guard I was spiritually and how
deeply my gut reactions represent some questionable thinking,
even unbiblical attitudes. I would probably have come off as,
well, a hypocritical hater, despite the better intentions I
mixed in with my prejudices. That drove me to prayer and back
to a book that is still worth reading: Finding Common Ground:
How to Communicate with Those Outside the Christian
Community—-While We Still Can by Tim Downs.

My response revealed several unhelpful presuppositions about
people on the other side of the cultural divide and how to
deal with them that still have roots in my soul, although I
should know better. My private syllogism went like this:

They’'re obviously not for us (biblical believers), but
against us, so

The best way to deal with such people would be to confront
them or ignore them (and I don’t prefer the latter).

Although confronting them outright would be wrong, it
wouldn’t take long for the tolerant approach to necessarily
give way to an uncomfortable, confrontational proclamation of
truth, so bring it on!

Somebody’s got to reach these folks, and it’s apparent that
sooner 1is better. These are the last days, after all.{1}

But building bridges with the eventual goal of sharing the
gospel fruitfully—-something I've worked at full-time for two
decades—requires much more. More thought, compassion,
understanding, wisdom and patience. The kind, writes Downs,
modeled not by grain harvesters, but rather by fruit growers.
This is biblical, but often ignored by Bible-believers.{2}



As a member of an out-of-balance evangelical Christian
subculture, I have unconsciously bought into a worldview that
overvalues the spiritual harvest at the expense of spiritual
sowing. In so doing, I am implicated in a scorched-earth
mentality that neither tends the spiritually unready nor makes
allowance for future crops.{3} I repent, and not for the first
time.

This way of thinking assumes a vast conspiracy of God-haters.
Although the caustic, outspoken atheism of Sam Harris and
Richard Dawkins has risen to prominence recently, it is not
the norm. Rather a muddled middle of persuadable unbelievers
and confused born-agains is still a large part of the American
scene.{4} The us vs. them approach tends to be self-
fulfilling, writes Downs. If approached as an enemy,
defensiveness is understandably generated in those who dont
fit cleanly into our community. Even for announced enemies,
like the T-shirt-wearing punk rockers, turning the other cheek
while engaging with love can be a powerful witness.

Another evangelical myth, according to Downs, is the certainty
that we’re experiencing the final harvest.{5} Indeed, the
coarsening of the culture is a mainstay and we are promised
that, in the End Times, things will go from bad to worse.
That'’s sure how it looks, increasingly. Also, we conservative
Christians, who shared the heady age of the Moral Majority,
are now being blended with every other social group into a
stew of diversity where no group is a majority—-and we sound
like jilted lovers, says Downs. We need to ask, How much of
the spiritual fruitlessness in America might we be
contributing to by our own perceptions and resultant
attitudes?

To act out of such worldview-level angst and fail to prepare
to reach future generations is dereliction. Picking low-
hanging fruit, if you will, and plowing under the remaining
vines is neither loving nor wise. It’s certainly not God’s
way, thankfully.
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If I'd waltzed up to that table of vegetarian punkers the
other day, I’'d have likely displayed the attitude Downs
critiques and confesses having owned: I’'ll proclaim the truth.
What they do with it is their business. In other words, ‘Id
walk away self-justified, ineffective—and likely having done
harm rather than God’s purposes. My commitment to justice
would have overridden my practice of love.{6}

To make any genuine impact for Christ among a crowd so foreign
to me as these youths would require more than mere personal
chutzpah and a bag of evangelistic and apologetic “tricks.”
I'd need to wade humbly into their world, eyes wide open and
skin toughened, expecting no respect (initially at least),
hoping realistically only for long-term results. I could not
be effective in my current state—-from dress to time
commitments to my mindset. To be missional about it long-term,
I'd need to be surely called of God and make a monumental
life-change, like a missionary I met here in town.

Becoming All Things to All People

I first heard of Dale{7} when he spoke to parents at our kids’
Christian school. I marvelled that he and his wife-both in
their 40s—along with their three girls would pack up their
middle-class home, leave a thriving youth pastorate in a
Baptist church and take up residence in the grungiest, hippest
part of Dallas, Texas. When I met with Dale down 1in Deep
Ellum, I could feel the gaping divide between my suburban
existence and the urban alternative, Bohemian art-music
district scene he’d adopted.

When a couple of 20-something chicks interrupted our meal, I
was annoyed that he left me hanging for some time. But Dale’s
apology stopped me short in my own self-absorption. He and his
wife had befriended one of the gals, a bartender, and were
seeking to slowly, carefully build a relationship with her
without scaring her off. And it was working. She had noticed
the non-confrontational yet uncompromising difference in this



loving Christian couple and asked about it. Now, when she
introduces these Christian friends, she openly initiates
conversations about spiritual things with rank unbelievers.
There’s no threat felt, but plenty of curiosity.

The Apostle Paul wrote, “I have become all things to all men,
so that I may by all means save some.”{8} To use the hackneyed
phrase, “Walk a mile in their shoes”—even if the shoes are
foul (some punkers don’t do hygiene) or not your style.

When I researched the band with the sacriligious name on the
T-shirts, I was introduced to a subculture that not only was
foreign to me, but one that actively alienates itself from the
larger culture. Part of a movement called anarcho-crust punk,
this particular band is known for blasphemous rants. Counter-
cultural lifestyle, vile language, themes of death, filth and
anti-religious, anti-conservative and anti-capitalist identity
politics all mark this underworld of dark lostness.

To bridge across cultural canyons—even such a radical one-to
begin on common ground with those outside the Christian
community, we need to:

adopt a bridging mentality—think of outreach as a process and
pass your perspective on

avoid fueling intolerant stereotypes and show genuine,
biblical tolerance

don’t burn bridges—avoid unnecessary confrontation but rather
persuade by modeling uncompromising love and concern along
with truth

remember from where you fell and recall who the Enemy really
is—our struggle is not against flesh and blood{9}

cultivate, sow, harvest and begin again. Patiently use art
and subtle, effective communications{10}

relate genuinely: share your own foibles, ask sincerely about



their anger and pain

wait on God’s timing, but don’t fail to offer the gospel and
help them grasp faith

For those called to go native to bridge across cultural
divides, one couple reaching out in the London music-arts
district serves as a model. In a four-hour conversation with a
Londoner deep into the local scene-a definite unbeliever who
knew of the couple’s Christian commitments—the husband was
asked:

What do you think of homosexuality?

After thoughtfully pausing, he deferred, Well, I’d prefer to
not share that with you.

Why not?

Because I believe my view on that will offend you and I don’t
want to do that; you’re my friend.{11}

Compromise? Wimpiness? No. Curiosity caused the non-Christian
to ask again some time later, to which the believer responded
gently, “As I said, I don’t want to offend you, but since you
asked again. . .” His reply led to Jesus Christ Himself. His
biblical response evoked a thoughtful, “Oh—-now I'm glad you
warned me. That is very different from my opinion.” The
message was heard and respected. The relationship, still
intact, grew in breadth and depth and led to a fuller witness.

Our London-based missionary took care, as a vinedresser, not
to bruise the unripe fruit. His eventual impact with the life-
changing good news of Christ was made possible by the patience
and love he balanced with the hard truth. He and his wife, an
accomplished musician, now have high-level contacts in this
London subculture.



I'm taking mental notes and rereading Down’s important book
for some really useful and specific strategies for bridging to
common ground with those alien to me.

Notes

1. Finding Common Ground: How to Communicate with Those
Outside the Christian Community..While We Still Can, Tim Downs,
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4. Ibid, 44.

5. Ibid, 47. See also: End Time Anxieties.
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11. Based on second-hand account without attempt to check
details of the conversation. The meaning was clear: by waiting
and building credibility, the door to sharing more opened
where none likely would have otherwise.
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There 1s a God

In his 2008 article, Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines some of the
arguments and evidence that led Antony Flew, the world’s most
notorious atheist, to change his mind about God. Dr. Flew died
in April 2010. To our knowledge, he never entered into a
saving faith in Jesus Christ. That is a point of great sorrow
for us at Probe.
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A Much-Maligned Convert

I remember how astonished I was when I first heard
the news of his “conversion.” In 2004, longtime
British atheist philosopher Antony Flew publicly
announced that he now believed in God! I could
hardly believe it. Professor Flew had been an atheist for the
greater part of his life and, until 2004, his entire academic
career. As the "“author of over thirty professional
philosophical works,” he “helped set the agenda for atheism
for half a century.”{1} But then, in 2004, at the age of
eighty-one, he changed his mind!

As one might expect, the reaction to
Flew’s announcement varied widely.

| WINNER OF TH ITHTR0AT BEDR AW

Theists naturally welcomed the news that

one of the most important atheistic THERE
philosophers of the past century had | IS
come to believe in God. Skeptics and &

atheists, on the other hand, made little G’OD
effort to conceal their contempt. How the world's
Richard Dawkins characterized Flew’s Hosg Hotoxinne AEEaLEY

conversion as a kind of apostasy from i

the atheistic faith and implied that his
“old age” likely had something to do

with it.{2} Others suggested that the

elderly Flew was trying to hedge his bets, fearful of the
negative reception he might have in the afterlife. And Mark
Oppenheimer, in an article for The New York Times, argued that
Flew had been exploited by Christians and that he hadn’t even
written the recent book that tells the story of his
“conversion.”{3} That book, There Is A God: How the World’s
Most Notorious Atheist Changed His Mind, is the subject of
this article.

By his own admission, the eighty-four-year-old Flew suffers
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from “nominal aphasia” and has difficulty recalling names.
Nevertheless, it’s quite unfair to insinuate that his belief
in God is due to something like senility. He may have problems
with his short-term memory, but he’'s still capable of
explaining what he believes and why. In the introduction to
his book he responds to the charge that he now believes in God
because of what might await him in the afterlife by pointing
out that he doesn’t even believe in an afterlife! “I do not
think of myself ‘surviving’ death,” he explains.{4} The charge
that Flew didn’t actually write his book is also misleading.
While it’'s true that he didn’'t physically type the words, the
content was based upon his previous writings, as well as
personal correspondence and interviews with Mr. Varghese. In
other words, the ideas in the book accurately represent the
views of Professor Flew, even if he didn’t type the text. With
that in mind, let’s now take a closer look at some of the
arguments and evidence that led “the world’s most notorious
atheist” to change his mind about God.

Did Something Come from Nothing?

In a chapter entitled “Did Something Come From Nothing?” Flew
addresses issues surrounding the origin of the universe. Is
the universe eternal, or did it have a beginning? And if it
had a beginning, then how should we account for it?

Flew observes that in his book The Presumption of Atheism,
which was written while he was still an atheist, he had argued
that “we must take the universe itself and 1its most
fundamental laws as themselves ultimate.” {5} He simply didn’t
see any reason to think that the universe pointed to some
“transcendent reality” beyond itself.{6} After all, if the
universe has always existed, then there may simply be no point
in looking for any explanation why.

However, as the Big Bang model of the origin of the universe
became increasingly well-established among contemporary



cosmologists, Flew began to reconsider the matter. That'’s
because the Big Bang theory implies that the universe is not
eternal, but that it rather had a beginning. And as Flew
observes, “If the universe had a beginning, it became entirely
sensible, almost inevitable, to ask what produced this

beginning.”{7}

Of course, many scientists and philosophers felt quite
uncomfortable about what a universe with a beginning might
imply about the existence of God. In order to avoid the
absolute beginning of the universe, an event which seems to
smack of some sort of supernatural creation, they proposed a
variety of models that were consistent with the notion that
the universe had existed forever. Unfortunately, all these
models essentially suffer from the same problem. When
carefully examined, it turns out that they can’t avoid the
absolute beginning of the universe. Thus, according to Stephen
Hawking, “Almost everyone now believes that the universe, and
time itself, had a beginning at the Big Bang.”{8}

Reflecting upon his initial encounter with the Big Bang theory
while he was still an atheist, Flew writes, “it seemed to me
the theory made a big difference because it suggested that the
universe had a beginning and that the first sentence in
Genesis (‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and the
earth’) was related to an event in the universe.”{9} He
concludes his discussion by noting that “the universe 1is
something that begs an explanation.”{10} He now believes that
the best explanation is to be found in a supernatural creative
act of God. Interestingly enough, this view finds dramatic
confirmation in the exquisite “fine-tuning” of our universe
which allows for the existence of intelligent life.

Did the Universe Know We Were Coming?

Flew observes that “the laws of nature seem to have been
crafted so as to move the universe toward the emergence and



sustenance of life.”{11} Just how carefully crafted are these
laws? According to British physicist Paul Davies, even
exceedingly small changes in either the gravitational or
electromagnetic force “would have spelled disaster for stars
like the sun, thereby precluding the existence of
planets.”{12} Needless to say, without planets you and I
wouldn’t be here to marvel at how incredibly fine-tuned these
constants are. The existence of complex, intelligent life
depends on these fundamental constants having been fine-tuned
with a precision that wvirtually “defies human
comprehension.” {13}

So how is the observed fine-tuning to be explained? Flew notes
that most scholars opt either for divine design or for what
might be called the “multiverse” hypothesis. According to this
hypothesis, our universe is just one of many others, “with the
difference that ours happened to have the right conditions for

life.”{14}

So which of these two theories best explains the amazing fine-
tuning of our universe? Flew correctly observes that “there 1is
currently no evidence in support of a multiverse. It remains a
speculative idea.”{15} The fact that multiple universes are
logically possible does absolutely nothing to prove that they
actually exist. Indeed, the multiverse hypothesis appears to
be at odds with the widely recognized principle of Ockham’s
razor. This principle says that when we’re confronted with two
explanations of the same thing, we “should prefer the one that
is simpler, that is, the one that uses the fewest number of
entities . . . to explain the thing in question.”{16}

Now clearly in the case before us, the theory of divine
design, which posits only one entity to explain the observed
fine-tuning of our universe, 1s much simpler than the
multiverse hypothesis, which posits a potentially infinite
number of entities to explain the same thing! The philosopher
Richard Swinburne likely had Ockham’s razor in mind when he
wrote, “It is crazy to postulate a trillion (causally



unconnected) universes to explain the features of one
universe, when postulating one entity (God) will do the

job.”"{17}

The observed fine-tuning of our universe 1is one more reason
why Antony Flew now believes there is a God. And as we’ll see
next, the mystery of life’s origin is yet another.

How Did Life Go Live?

One of the reasons consistently cited by Flew for changing his
mind about the existence of God has to do with the almost
insuperable difficulties facing the various naturalistic
theories of the origin of life. In particular, Flew observes,
there is a fundamental philosophical question that has not
been answered, namely, “How can a universe of mindless matter
produce beings with intrinsic ends, self-replication
capabilities, and ‘coded chemistry’?”{18}

When considering the origin of life from non-living matter,
it’s crucially important to note a fundamental difference
between the two. “Living matter possesses an inherent

end-centered organization that is nowhere present in the
matter that preceded it.”{19} For example, lifeless rocks do
not give evidence of goal-directed behavior, but 1living
creatures do. Among the various goals one might list, living
beings seek to preserve and reproduce themselves.

This 1leads naturally to the second difficulty, namely,
providing a purely naturalistic account of the origin of
organisms that are able to reproduce themselves. As
philosopher David Conway points out, without this ability “it
would not have been possible for different species to emerge
through random mutation and natural selection.” Since
different species can’t emerge from organisms that can’t
reproduce themselves, one can’t claim that self-reproduction
emerged through the evolutionary process. Conway concludes



that such difficulties “provide us with reason for doubting
that it is possible to account for existent life-forms
without recourse to design.”{20}

The final difficulty Flew raises concerns a purely
naturalistic origin of “coded chemistry.” Scientists have
discovered that the genetic code functions exactly like a
language.{21} But as the mathematician David Berlinski asks,
“Can the origins of a system of coded chemistry be explained
in a way that makes no appeal whatever to the kinds of facts
that we otherwise invoke to explain codes and languages?”{22}
In other words, if every other code and language we’re aware
of results from intelligence, then why think the genetic code
is any different? As physicist Paul Davies muses, “The problem
of how meaningful . . . information can emerge spontaneously
from a collection of mindless molecules subject to blind and
purposeless forces presents a deep conceptual challenge.”{23}

Ultimately, such challenges became too much for Flew. He
concludes his discussion of these difficulties by noting, “The
only satisfactory explanation for the origin of such ‘end-
directed, self-replicating’ life as we see on earth is an
infinitely intelligent Mind."”{24}

The Self-Revelation of God in Human
History

In a fascinating appendix to his book, Flew has a dialogue
with prominent New Testament scholar N.T. Wright about Jesus.
Although Flew is not a Christian and continues to be skeptical
about the claims for Jesus’ bodily resurrection, he
nonetheless asserts that this claim “is more impressive than
any by the religious competition.”{25} But why is this? And
what sort of evidence is there for the resurrection of Jesus?
This is one of the questions to which N.T. Wright responds in
his dialogue with Flew.



Although we can only scratch the surface of this discussion,
Wright makes two points that are especially worth mentioning:
the historicity of the empty tomb and the post-mortem
appearances of Jesus. But why think these events actually
happened as the Gospels claim? Because, says Wright, if the
tomb were empty, but there were no appearances, everyone would
have concluded that the tomb had been robbed. “They would
never have talked about resurrection, if all that had happened
was an empty tomb.”{26}

On the other hand, suppose the disciples saw appearances of
Jesus after His crucifixion. Would this have convinced them of
His resurrection if His tomb were not empty? No, says Wright.
The disciples knew all about “hallucinations and ghosts and
visions. Ancient literature-Jewish and pagan alike—is full of
such things.”{27} So long as Jesus’ body was still in the
tomb, the disciples would never have believed, much less
publicly proclaimed, that He had been raised from the dead.
This would have struck them as self-evidently absurd. For
these and other reasons, Wright concludes that the empty tomb
and appearances of Jesus are historical facts that need to be
reckoned with. The question then becomes, “How does one
account for these facts? What is the best explanation?”

Wright concludes that, as a historian, the best explanation is
that “Jesus really was raised from the dead,” just as the
disciples proclaimed. This is clearly a sufficient explanation
of Jesus’ empty tomb and post-mortem appearances. But Wright
goes even further. “Having examined all the other possible
hypotheses,” he writes, “I think it’s also a necessary
explanation.” {28}

How does Flew respond to this claim? Asking whether divine
revelation in history is really possible, he notes that “you
cannot limit the possibilities of omnipotence except to
produce the logically impossible. Everything else is open to
omnipotence.”{29} Flew has indeed come a long way from his
former atheist views. For those of us who are Christians, we



can pray that he might come further still.
Notes

1. Roy Abraham Varghese, preface to Antony Flew, There Is A
God: How the World’s Most Notorious Atheist Changed His Mind
(New York: Harper Collins, 2007), vii.

2. Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (London: Bantam, 2006),
82; cited in Varghese, preface to There Is A God, xviii-XxiX.

3. Mark Oppenheimer, “The Turning of an Atheist,” The New York
Times, November 4, 2007, http://tinyurl.com/21lvkaj.

4. Flew, There Is A God, 2.

5. Ibid., 134.

6. Ibid., 135.

7. Ibid., 136.

8. Stephen Hawking and Roger Penrose, The Nature of Space and

Time, The Isaac Newton Institute Series of Lectures
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1996), 20; cited
in William Lane Craig and J.P. Moreland, Philosophical
Foundations for a Christian Worldview (Downers Grove,
IlTlinois: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 478.

9. Flew, There Is A God, 136.

10. Ibid., 145.

11. Ibid., 114.

12. Craig and Moreland, Philosophical Foundations, 483.

13.

www. reasonablefaith.org/podcasts/defenders-podcast-series-2/s2
-excursus-on-natural-theology/existence-of-god-part-14

14. Flew, There Is a God, 115.

15. Ibid., 119.

16. Craig and Moreland, Philosophical Foundations, 244.

17. Richard Swinburne, “Design Defended,” Think (Spring 2004),
17; cited in Flew, There Is A God, 119.

18. Flew, There Is A God, 124.

19. Ibid.

20. David Conway, The Rediscovery of Wisdom (London:
Macmillan, 2000), 125; cited in Flew, There Is A God, 126.



http://www.nytimes.com/2007/11/04/magazine/04Flew-t.html?_r=1&scp=3&sq=antony+flew&st=nyt&oref=slogin
https://www.reasonablefaith.org/podcasts/defenders-podcast-series-2/s2-excursus-on-natural-theology/existence-of-god-part-14
https://www.reasonablefaith.org/podcasts/defenders-podcast-series-2/s2-excursus-on-natural-theology/existence-of-god-part-14

21. Walter L. Bradley and Charles B. Thaxton, “Information and
the Origin of Life,” in The Creation Hypothesis: Scientific
Evidence for an Intelligent Designer, ed. J. P. Moreland
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 205.

22. David Berlinski, “On the Origins of Life,” Commentary
(February 2006): 30-31; cited in Flew, There Is A God, 127.

23. Paul Davies, “The Origin of Life II: How Did It Begin?”
tinyurl.com/yg4geu; cited in Flew, There Is A God, 129.

24. Flew, There Is A God, 132.

25. Ibid., 187.

26. N.T. Wright, “The Self-Revelation of God in Human History:
A Dialogue on Jesus with N.T. Wright,” in Flew, There Is A
God, 210.

27. Ibid.

28. Ibid., 212-13.

29. Flew, There Is A God, 213.

© 2008 Probe Ministries

Bart Ehrman’s Complaint and
the Reliability of the Bible

The academician and former evangelical Dr. Bart Ehrman now
claims we cannot trust the biblical documents. Don Closson
responds with reasons why we can.

Introduction

While traditional Christian beliefs never seem to suffer from
a shortage of critics, the diversity and intensity of the
current group of antagonists is impressive. We have the so
called “New Atheists,” mostly consisting of individuals from
the scientific community, modern day Gnostics both in academia
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and of Da Vinci Code fame, as well as Scientologists,
Jehovah’'s Witnesses and other groups too many to mention.
However, one critic stands out, primarily because of his
academic pedigree and the impact that his books are having 1in
the popular culture and among Christians.

Bart Ehrman is a product of evangelicalism’s center. Educated
at Moody Bible Institute and Wheaton College, he knows how
conservative Christians think because he used to be one. His
recent book Misquoting Jesus has been called “one of the
unlikeliest bestsellers” of the year, and with it he has
managed to bring to the public’s attention the obscure world
of New Testament textual criticism.

Having professed faith in Christ while in high school, Ehrman
went off to college with a simple trust in the New Testament
text, a trust that included verbal, plenary inspiration. In
other words, he believed that God had inspired and preserved
every word of the Bible. By the time Ehrman began doing
graduate work at Princeton, he was having serious reservations
about the text and its source. He now considers himself an
agnostic and writes books that question most of what his
fellow classmates at Moody and Wheaton believe.

How did a bright, well-educated evangelical become so
disillusioned? Even Dr. Ehrman’s detractors acknowledge his
credentials and intelligence. One book that attempts to refute
his views says that he is “known for his indefatigable
scholarship and provocative opinions.”{1l} The provocative
opinions will be the focus of this article.

Just what is Ehrman’s complaint regarding the New Testament
text? His first point is that we do not have the original
manuscripts of the New Testament, and the Greek copies that we
do have were made too long after the originals. He also says
that these Greek manuscripts contain more variants, or places
where the manuscripts are different, than there are words in
the entire New Testament itself. Finally, he complains that



the Gospels were not written by Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John,
and that, whoever the real authors of these texts were, they
were not eyewitnesses to the life and ministry of Jesus. As
Ehrman sees it, these facts create an insurmountable problem
for Christians.

Our focus will be on Dr. Ehrman’s assertion that the variants
in the New Testament text have corrupted it to the point that
it cannot trusted to communicate God’s truth to us today.

Textual Variants and the Autographa

Ehrman begins his critique with the fact that we do not have
the original documents, called autographs, of the New
Testament Gospels, letters, and other documents. Nothing new
here; this is acknowledged by virtually everyone. But he goes
on to add that the copies we do have, even the earliest
copies, aren’t accurate representations of the originals, and,
as a result, what the NT authors wrote has been lost. Ehrman
and others note that the approximately 5,700 Greek NT
manuscripts we possess differ from one another in as many as
400,000 places even though there are only around 138,000 words
in the NT. Ehrman writes, “How does it help us to say that the
Bible is the inerrant word of God if we don’t have the words
that God inerrantly inspired, but only the words copied by the
scribes—sometimes correctly but sometimes (many times!)
incorrectly?”{2}

The important question is, Do the manuscripts available today
accurately convey the truth that God wanted to communicate to
those in the first century? I believe that they do, and so do
many others.

Conservative Bible scholars argue that although there are many
scribal errors and additions in the texts, even in the oldest
texts, the vast majority of them do not change its meaning. In
his book Reinventing Jesus, Daniel Wallace points out that the



overwhelming majority of the differences or variants in the
texts are insignificant, and he offers four categories of
textual errors to help determine if a variant 1is both
meaningful and viable.

The first category of variants, and by far the largest, is the
least significant. They are mostly spelling differences, like
the difference between the way we spell “color” and the way
the British spell “colour.” This category also includes
nonsense errors, scribal mistakes that result in words that
either don’t exist, or the misspelling of a word that 1is
similar to another. For example, in one early manuscript the
Greek word kai was written instead of kurios (kai is the
conjunction and; kurios means Lord). The first word makes no
sense while the second is supported by many other manuscripts.
None of the variants described here change the meaning of the
NT text.

The use of articles provides another source of variants. Some
NT manuscripts use the definite article with a proper name and
sometimes they don’t. For instance, for Luke 2:16 some
manuscripts have “the Mary” but in others we find just “Mary.”
Although Greek may use the definite article with proper names,
English does not, so in either case they will be translated
just “Mary.”

Another type of variant is called transposition, where two
manuscripts have different word orders for the same passage
but the meaning isn’t changed. Greek uses different endings on
verbs and nouns rather than word order to convey meaning. In
English, “Paul loves God” has a different meaning than “God
loves Paul.” But in Greek, even if the word order 1is
different, the meaning isn’t if the correct suffixes are used.
Differences in word order can be used to change the emphasis
of a passage but not the meaning. So two manuscripts might
have different word orders but translate into English the same
way .



Some variants involve synonyms. In this case, the translation
might actually be changed by exchanging one word for another
but the meaning of the passage is not. These alterations often
occurred because the Scriptures were being read in public.
Some long passages didn’'t identify the subject; for example
the Gospel of Mark goes on for eighty-nine verses using only
pronouns for Jesus. Church books called lectionaries would
occasionally change a “he” to “Jesus” or “the Lord” or
“teacher,” making a public reading easier. Eventually these
changes found their way back into the NT manuscripts. Again,
the meaning of the New Testament was not changed.

Another category of manuscript differences are those that
might actually change the meaning of a passage, but it’s
fairly easy to show that the variant does not go back to the
original wording of the text. For example, a late medieval
manuscript has for 1 Thessalonians 2:9 “the gospel of Christ”
instead of “the gospel of God” that is found in almost all
other manuscripts. This is a meaningful difference, but it is
not viable. As Daniel Wallace argues, “There is little chance
that one late manuscript could contain the original wording
when the textual tradition is uniformly on the side of another

reading.”{3}

Textual Variants that Are Meaningful and
Viable

The last group of variants or differences in the New Testament
Greek texts are those that are both meaningful-in other words,
they actually change the meaning of the text—and viable-in the
sense that they cannot easily be explained away by looking at
other manuscript evidence or external factors. This is by far
the smallest group of variants or differences 1in the
manuscripts, making up less than one percent of the total.
Let’s look at a couple of examples.

Some manuscripts have Romans 5:1 using a Greek letter called



an omicron to create the word echomen; others use an omega
resulting in the word echéomen. Thus the passage could be
saying either “We have peace” or “Let us have peace” with God,
depending on this single disputed letter. But how different
are the two results? The bottom line is that neither usage
contradicts the overall message of the New Testament.

Another example is found in 1 John 1:4. Again, a single
contested letter means the difference between the passage
saying “Thus we are writing these things so that our joy may
be complete,” or “Thus we are writing these things so that
your joy may be complete.” The meaning 1s certainly affected
by the change, but neither translation violates Christian
doctrine. In fact, as Wallace argues “Whether the author is
speaking of his joy or the readers’ joy, the obvious point of
this verse is that the writing of this letter brings joy.”{4}

The largest textual variant in the New Testament is found in
the last chapter of Mark’s Gospel. What many consider to be
the best and earliest manuscripts end at verse eight. However,
the vast majority of manuscripts add twelve more verses to the
text. While scholars continue to debate where the actual
ending is to the book of Mark, the point is that no doctrinal
teaching or truth is affected by the dispute.

Although Dr. Ehrman can point to places in the NT text where
scribes either purposely changed the text or allowed errors to
creep in, Christian doctrine is not in peril. In his book
Misquoting Truth, Timothy Jones writes, “In every case 1in
which two or more options remain possible, every possible
option simply reinforces truths that are already clearly
present in the writings of that particular author and in the
New Testament as a whole; there is no point at which any of
the possible options would require readers to rethink an
essential belief about Jesus or to doubt the historical
integrity of the New Testament.”{5}



From One Fundamentalism to Another

What might be driving the current criticism of the New
Testament?

There is an old saying that one should not “throw out the baby
with the bathwater.” I feel that this is exactly what Bart
Ehrman has done in his book Misquoting Jesus. He first assumes
that for the New Testament to be reliable it must be perfectly
transmitted across the centuries; ninety-nine percent just
won’'t do. He then highlights textual variants that have been
known by New Testament scholars for decades and declares that
whatever truth was in the Scriptures has been lost forever.

Ehrman seems to have gone from one form of fundamentalism to
another. In his earlier state he held to an idealistic view of
the New Testament that was unrealistic and unnecessary. Later,
when his ideal view was shattered by his study of the Greek
text, he went over to an opposite, equally unnecessary view
that the text was of little or no value. As Wallace explains,
“It seems that Bart’s black and white mentality as a
fundamentalist has hardly been affected as he slogged through
the years and trials of life and learning, even when he came
out on the other side of the theological spectrum. He still
sees things without sufficient nuancing, he overstates his
case, and he is entrenched in the security that his own views
are right.”{6} He adds that “Bart Ehrman is one of the most
brilliant and creative textual critics I’'ve ever known, and
yet his biases are so strong that, at times, he cannot even
acknowledge them.”{7}

It seems that Dr. Ehrman and others have fallen for what has
been called the “Myth of Absolute Certainty.”{8} This myth
argues that as time goes by we are getting further and further
from the words recorded in the original New Testament
documents. Some use this myth to argue for the supremacy of
the King James Version of the Bible. Others, like Ehrman, use
it to argue for a position of complete despair, claiming that



we can no longer pretend to have anything like an inerrant
text.

It’s important to realize that we not only have virtually all
the documents that were used for the translation of the King
James Bible, but we now have one hundred times the number of
Greek manuscripts that were available when the King James
Bible was written, and over four hundred of these manuscripts
predate the earliest ones available to its King James
authors.{9}

If, in its most basic sense, inerrancy means to tell the
truth, we have a New Testament text that is more than capable
of accurately conveying the truth that God intended for the
church in the first century and today.
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The Tomb of Jesus: A Titanic
Discovery or Hype?

[x]

Written by Patrick Zukeran

On March 4, 2007, the Discovery Channel aired “The Lost Tomb
of Jesus,” a special directed by James Cameron, the Oscar
winning director of the movie Titanic. Cameron based his work
on a book released that day, The Jesus Family Tomb, by Simcha
Jacobovici and Charles Pellegrino. This documentary was based
on a discovery made in 1980 in Talpiot, a suburb of Jerusalem
where a large tomb containing ten caskets was found. Although
scholars and archaeologists at that time did not associate
this finding with any New Testament characters, the claim has
recently arisen that this is the tomb of the Jesus and several
of His family members.

Is this a titanic discovery that could change history, or 1is
this a lot of overblown hype? If this is indeed the tomb of
Christ and His remains are in one of the ossuaries, this would
be a devastating blow to the New Testament teaching regarding
the resurrection of Christ. However, as in other attempts to
recreate Jesus, we find ourselves dealing with a flawed theory
built on unlikely scenarios, fishy facts, and Hollywood hype.

Scholars Speak

The tomb was discovered in 1980, so we have known about this
site for nearly thirty years. Its lack of recognition by the
scholarly community as a tomb of significance to New Testament
characters 1is telling. Most scholars did not associate the
crypt with Jesus. This includes Professor Amos Kloner who
worked on the tomb and is one of Israel’s most prominent
archeologists. Kloner states that this was a non-event and
dismisses Cameron’s efforts as crass profit-seeking.
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Likewise, Joe Zias, curator for anthropology and archeology at
the Rockefeller Museum in Jerusalem from 1972 to 1997, and the
one who personally numbered the Talpiot ossuaries, stated that
Cameron 1is not an archaeologist and that “projects like these
make a mockery of the archeological profession.”{1}

Finally, William Dever, an expert on near eastern archaeology
and anthropology who has worked with Israeli archeologists for
five decades, affirms that specialists have known about the
ossuaries for years. According to Dever, “The fact that it’s
been ignored tells you something... It [the film] would be
amusing if it didn’t mislead so many people.”{2}

Newsweek Magazine writes, “Good sense, and the Bible, still
the best existing historical record of Jesus of Nazareth,
argue against Jacobovici’s claims.”{3} Time Magazine states
that Jacobovici’s book is “..too dependent on stretched
scholarship and conjecture to make its title case.”{4} The
fact that the top scholars and popular periodicals see no
significance regarding the Talpiot tombs and Jesus’ life 1is
extremely significant. The lack of endorsement should have us
guestioning the claims of Cameron and Jacobovici.

Highly Improbably Scenarios

Another reason Cameron’s theory should be questioned is that
this theory is built on two highly improbable scenarios. The
first improbable scenario is the secret marriage of Jesus to
Mary Magdalene. This theory was introduced in the novel The Da
Vinci Code; I have dealt more extensively in a separate
article entitled “Decoding Fact From Fiction in The Da Vinci
Code.”

Here is a brief overview of why this allegation of a secret
marriage should be rejected. First, the New Testament says
nothing of a secret marriage. In fact, all the evidence points
against any marital relationship between Jesus and Mary
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Magdalene. In the Gospels, women are identified with their
male counterpart; however, Mary is never paired with Jesus.
Rather, she is identified with her hometown of Migdal and is
thus known as Mary Magdalene. Secondly, at the cross Mary
Magdalene is present along with Jesus’ mother Mary. In his
dying moments, Jesus addresses His mother and cares for her
needs but says nothing to Mary Magdalene. It is very strange
that He would address His mother but say nothing to His “wife”
standing next to her. Although I could continue with more
examples, I will end with this: At the resurrection, Mary sees
the risen Christ for the first time at the tomb, and she
exclaims, “Rabboni!” or “My teacher!” This is a very odd way
to address one’s “husband,” especially if He has just risen
from the dead! This exclamation is more fitting as a
disciple’s response to her Lord. For these reasons, one cannot
build a case from the New Testament that Jesus and Mary
Magdalene were married.

A second important historical source comes from the writings
of the Church Fathers. These early Church leaders, who were
writing as early as the late first century, say nothing of a
marriage between Jesus and Mary. In their writings they say
very little of Mary Magdalene and what they do mention of Mary
is consistent with the Gospels. This is strange if Mary had
been the wife of Jesus. We would expect many essays written
debating the nature of their child. How much of the divine
nature was passed on to the offspring of Jesus would have been
a very significant issue to the early church leaders.

Just as is done in The Da Vinci Code, Cameron and Jacobovici
appeal to the Gnostic writings found at Nag Hammadi. (For a
more extensive treatment, see my article “Decoding Fact From
Fiction in The Da Vinci Code: Part 2"”) Nearly three
generations after the apostles, the Gnostics began to
refashion Jesus into their image. In about the late second
century AD, Gnostic Gospels and other alleged apostolic works
began to appear, especially in Egypt. At Nag Hammadi, Egypt, a
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library of Gnostic works was found. These works were written
in the late second to fourth century AD, so they could not
have been written by the Apostles. They also contradicted
major teachings of the New Testament and contained fanciful
myths of Jesus. For these reasons, they were never considered
as part of the inspired canon of scripture. Cameron appeals to
these works, most specifically to the Acts of Philip and the
Gospel of Mary Magdalene.

Even within these works, there are only two passages that are
referenced, neither of which build a case for a marriage
between Jesus and Mary Magdelene. First, in the Acts of
Philip, dated from the third century AD, Peter and the other
disciples are arguing with Mary regarding information she
claims to have received from Jesus which the other apostles
did not. It is strange that the disciples argue with the
“wife” of Jesus over this. If she had been His wife, they
should have expected her to have information they would not.
Also, she never appeals to her “marriage” to Jesus as her
defense even though that would have been her best argument to
silence their complaints.

Second, in the Gospel of Mary, dated from the third century
AD, it is alleged that Jesus often “kissed [Mary Magdalene] on
the mouth.” This passage is also not compelling for several
reasons. First, we do not know if the word “mouth” is the
correct word since it is missing in the original text. He
could have kissed her on the hand, head, or other area. The
subsequent line of the passage states that this offended the
disciples. Why would they have been offended if she had been
the wife of Jesus? Third, since the physical realm is impure
in Gnosticism, sex was thus regarded as impure. Jesus, the
“Master Gnostic,” would not have engaged in marital and sexual
behavior. Fourth, Mary is described as the “companion of the
savior.” The term “companion” is the Greek word koinonos. This
word can be used in reference to a wife, but it 1s used more
often to designate a spiritual brother or sister in the faith.



The common term for wife is gyne. Therefore, even these two
passages from sources outside the inspired canon do not build
a strong case for a secret marriage.

The second unlikely scenario is the case of the stolen body.
New Testament scholars on all sides agree that the tomb site
of Jesus was known. In the earliest writings, Mark and John
identify Jesus being buried in the grave of Joseph of
Arimathea, a prominent member of the Jewish council. Not only
was the gravesite known, but it was also found empty on the
third day. A few skeptics allege that Joseph of Arimathea was
a fictional character. However, this would have been a
disaster for the disciples to fictionally create such a high
profile figure. The Gospels are written well within the first
century AD and were circulated during the lifetime of the
eyewitnesses, many of whom were looking to discredit the
Gospels. (For more information, see he Probe article
“Historical Reliability of the Gospels.”) If Joseph of
Arimathea had been a fictional creation, it surely and readily
would have been found out.

Jesus’ body was buried in Joseph of Arimathea’s tomb on Friday
evening. In order for Cameron’s theory to be complete, the
disciples, or others, would have had to purchase this large
gravesite, steal, and rebury Jesus’ body all within a day.
Even if this had been accomplished, we must then accept the
idea that the Apostles knew of the Talpiot site and lied about
the resurrection. This would mean that the Apostles all
suffered and led many, including themselves, to brutal deaths
for a lie they themselves had perpetuated. This is highly
unlikely scenario, for history shows that men will not die for
that which they know and can confirm to be a lie.

Also, if they purchased the tomb site, people outside of the
eleven disciples would have known about this site. The Jewish
leaders, who were very eager to display the body of Jesus to
dispel rumors of his resurrection, would have easily found a
tomb with such clear markings. This theory suggesting a secret
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burial ground unknown to anyone but Jesus’ family is untenable
given the mindset and influence of His many enemies.

Fishy Facts

Along with these unlikely scenarios are some fishy facts.
First, Joseph, the earthly father of Jesus was from Bethlehem
and lived in Nazareth. He apparently died years before Jesus’
ministry began and was likely buried in Bethlehem or Nazareth,
not the Talpiot suburb of Jerusalem. It is not reasonable to
conclude that Joseph’s body was exhumed and moved to the
Talpiot grave within a very short period.

Second, Jesus’ earthly father Joseph could not have afforded
such a costly tomb. He was a lower class carpenter, and he
probably could not have bought such a large tomb and well
adorned ossuaries. Some have alleged that the tomb was
donated. However, this creates some problems because people
outside the apostles would have then known the tomb site. A
secret of this magnitude regarding such a high profile person
as Jesus would not have remained hidden.

Third, the inscription on the ossuary reads, “Jesus, Son of
Joseph.” However, early followers did not use that title when
addressing Jesus; 1instead that title was used only by
outsiders. Would family members and His loyal disciples have
given him that title when they had called him by another title
throughout his lifetime?

Fourth, James, the half brother of Jesus and leader of the
early church, was buried alone near Jerusalem Temple. Eusebius
records that James was buried in Jerusalem near the Temple
mount. Burying James in Jerusalem would seem strange since
Jesus had died thirty years earlier and the “family tomb” was
supposedly in Talpiot, Jerusalem.

Fifth, other non-family members are also in the tomb. One tomb
with the name Matthew 1is believed to be referring to the



disciple Matthew, who was not a family member. We must ask why
Matthew, a non-family member, is in the tomb with the rest of
the family while James, the half brother of Jesus, was buried
alone.

Hollywood Hype

Finally, we have what appears to be some Hollywood hype. It
appears the statistics cited in the special are a bit
exaggerated and misleading. The names on the crypt were very
common in that day. The name Jesus was popular during that
time. Jesus is found on 99 other tombs and 22 ossuaries during
that time. The name Joseph was also found on 218 graves and 45
ossuaries. So it would not be unusual to find ossuaries with
the names of Jesus and Joseph or even Jesus, son of Joseph.

Mary was also a common name. Among the graves and ossuaries,
one-fourth of the women in Jerusalem during the first century
were named Mary. Therefore, finding a tomb that has the name
Jesus, son of Joseph and Mary should not be so surprising
given the fact that these were common names.

The statistician Andrey Feuerverger, who arrived at the 600 to
1 probability figure that Talpiot was the tomb of Jesus of
Nazareth and his family seems to have backed off that
conclusion in an open letter to fellow statisticians. He says,
“I now believe that I should not assert any conclusions
connecting this tomb with any hypothetical one of the NT

family.”{5}

Feuerverger qualifies his conclusion stating that it was built
on the assumptions given by Cameron and Jacobovici. One of
their key assumptions 1is that one of the names on the
ossuaries ought to be identified as Mary Magdalene. If the
identification of Mary Magdalene with this ossuary is in doubt
(which it is), then the statistical probability that this is
Jesus’ family tomb is unimpressive.
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Moreover, the Mary Magdalene connection to the tomb 1is
unclear.The Greek inscription is Mariamne e Mara, {6} which the
filmmaker incorrectly translates as “Mary Known as the
Master.” This translation is possible if translated 1in
Aramaic; however, the inscription is Greek. Most likely it is
two names: Mary and Martha. Richard Bauckham, Professor of New
Testament at the University of St Andrews, states that “‘Mara‘’
in this context does not mean Master. It is an abbreviated
form of Martha, probably the ossuary contained two women
called Mary and Martha (Mariamne and Mara).”{7}

Another detail that appears to be hyped is the DNA evidence.
It is interesting to note that DNA testing was done on only
two ossuaries. If DNA testing had been done on three or four
individuals, and that testing did not match the DNA of
Mariamne, the theory would be destroyed. As it stands, the so-
called “DNA evidence” only proves that the bones of an
entombed man and woman were from unrelated people. To
extrapolate to the notion that they were married is indeed a
stretch. Besides, no independent DNA control samples of Jesus
or His family members exist with which to compare these DNA
“findings.”

Conclusion

This theory that the bones of Jesus have been found rests on
two highly unlikely scenarios, fishy facts, and some Hollywood
hype. For these reasons, we should reject Cameron’s attempt to
deny the resurrection of Christ and recreate a Jesus contrary
both to the New Testament and to history. We should also
realize that attempts to refashion Jesus are not new. Attempts
to deny the resurrection and remake Jesus have occurred since
the time of the Apostles. In fact, I believe that we should be
expecting more to come. There seem to be very aggressive
attempts by some liberal scholars to fabricate a different
kind of Jesus.

For this reason, Christians must be prepared to defend the



true Jesus of the Gospels and history. The wrong Jesus leads
to a wrong Gospel. The wrong savior and the wrong message
cannot lead one to a relationship with God and eternal life.
We must follow the example of the Apostles and Church Fathers
to be diligent to defend the true teachings of Christ.

Finally, events like these offer great opportunities to share
Christ if we are prepared. Christians must not retreat from
these challenges but instead must research and examine their
faith and the evidence being presented. When we are equipped,
we can offer a sound and compelling case for Jesus Christ.

Notes

1. Lisa Miller and Joanna Chen, “Have Researchers Found Jesus
Christ’s Tomb?” Newsweek Magazine, 5 March 2007. Accessed at
www.msnbc.msn.com/id/17328478/site/newsweek/from/ET/.

2. Karen Matthews, “Documentary Shows Possible Jesus Tomb,” AP
News, 26 February 2007. Accessed at http://tinyurl.com/yu7pbqg.

3. Miller and Chen.

4. David Van Biema, “Rewriting the Gospels,” Time Magazine, 14
March 2007, 56.

5. Andrey Feuerverger, Letter to Statistical Colleagues, 8,
March 2007, fisher.utstat.toronto.edu/andrey/OfficeHrs.txt

6. L.Y. Rahmani, “A Catalogue of Jewish Ossuaries: In the
Collections of the State of Israel, 1994"” Accessed at
http://tinyurl.com/yufzzm.

7. Darrell Bock, “Hollywood Hype: The Oscars and Jesus’ Family
Tomb, What Do They Share?” February, 26, 2007. Accessed at
dev.bible.org/bock/.

© 2007 Probe Ministries



http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/17328478/site/newsweek/from/ET/
http://www.redorbit.com/news/general/853947/documentary_shows_possible_jesus_tomb/index.html?source=r_general
http://fisher.utstat.toronto.edu/andrey/OfficeHrs.txt
http://dsc.discovery.com/convergence/tomb/explore/media/tomb_evidence.pdf
http://dev.bible.org/bock/

A Brief Overview of the
Gospel of Judas

Dr. Patrick Zukeran explains why the Gospel of Judas poses no
threat to the Bible or to Christianity; it
only provides insight into early Gnosticism.

Newspaper headlines all over the world reported that the lost
Gospel of Judas has been recovered and translated. Reporters
state that this gospel sheds new light on the life of Christ
and His relationship with Judas who may not be the traitor
portrayed in the New Testament Gospels. In fact he may be the
hero! He 1is cast as the most senior and trusted of Jesus’
disciples who betrayed Jesus at the Lord’s request! This
gospel further states that Jesus revealed secret knowledge to
Judas instructing him to turn Jesus over to the Roman
authorities. So rather than acting out of greed or Satanic
influence, Judas was faithfully following the orders given to
him by Christ. Does the Gospel of Judas reveal a new twist to
the passion story of Christ? Are there new historic insights
that should have Christians concerned?

The Gospel of Judas was discovered in 1978 by a farmer in a
cave near El Minya in central Egypt. Scholars date this Coptic
text to have been written between A.D. 300 and 400.{1} Most
scholars believe the original text was written in Greek and
that the original manuscript was written in middle second

century.{2}

The authorship of this gospel is unknown but it is unlikely
that Judas or a disciple of Christ wrote it. It represents
Gnostic thought that began to flourish around that time. The
earliest mention of it is from Irenaeus writing in 180 A.D.
who condemned this work as heretical.

The Gospel of Judas is similar to the Gnostic literature found
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in other areas along the Nile, including the Nag Hammadi
library that contained nearly forty-five Gnostic texts, the
Gospel of Mary, the Gospel of Peter and other texts.

What 1is Gnosticism?

Gnosticism flourished from the second to the fourth century
A.D. What is Gnosticism? Gnosticism derives its title from the
Greek word gnosis which means knowledge and refers to the
mystical or secret knowledge of God and the oneness of self
with God. Here is a basic summary of Gnostic philosophy.{3}

First, Gnosticism taught the secret knowledge of dualism that
the material world was evil and the spiritual realm was pure.
Second, God 1is not distinct from man but mankind is, 1in
essence, divine. God 1is the spirit and light within the
individual. When one understood self, one understood all.
Third, the fundamental problem in Gnosticism was not sin but
ignorance. The way to attain oneness with the divine was by
attaining mystical knowledge. Fourth, salvation was reached by
gaining secret knowledge, or gnosis of the real nature of the
world and of the self. Fifth, the goal in Gnosticism was unity
with God. This came through escaping the prison of the impure
body in order for the soul of the individual to travel through
space avoiding hostile demons, and uniting with God.

In reference to Jesus, Gnosticism taught that Jesus was not
distinct from His disciples. Those who attained Gnostic
insight became a Christ like Jesus. Princeton University
professor of religion Dr. Elaine Pagels writes, “Whoever
achieves gnosis becomes no longer a Christian but a
Christ.”{4} So Jesus was not the unique Son of God and a
savior who would die for the sins of the world, but a teacher
who revealed secret knowledge to worthy followers.

Gnostic philosophy is contrary to Old and New Testament
teachings. The Bible is in opposition to Gnostic teaching on
fundamental doctrines such as the nature of God, Christ, the



material world, sin, salvation, and eternity. Jews and
Christians rejected Gnostic teaching as heretical, and the
Gnostics rejected Christianity. Gnostic philosophy is what 1is
taught throughout the Gospel of Judas. Like other Gnostic
literature, there is very little similarity between the Gospel
of Judas and the New Testament writings. This gospel
contradicts the New Testament in major ways.

Contents of the Gospel of Judas

Gnostic philosophy is contrary to biblical Christianity, and
the Gospel of Judas reflects Gnostic thought rather than
biblical theology. An example of Gnostic philosophy 1is
reflected in the mission of Jesus as portrayed in this gospel.

Dr. Marvin Meyer, professor of Bible at Chapman College,
summarizes the goal of Jesus’ mission according this gospel.

“For Jesus in the Gospel of Judas, death is no tragedy, nor
is it a necessary evil to bring about forgiveness of sins...
Death, as the exit from this absurd physical existence, is
not to be feared or dreaded. Far from being an occasion of
sadness, death is the means by which Jesus is liberated from
the flesh in order that he might return to his heavenly
home, and by betraying Jesus, Judas helps his friend discard
his body and free his inner self, the divine self.”{5}

In the New Testament, Jesus’ mission is clearly stated. He
came to die an atoning death for the sins of the world and
conquer the grave with His bodily resurrection. This
contradicts the Gospel of Judas that teaches Christ sought
death to free himself from the imprisonment of his body.

Another Gnostic fundamental teaching is that the problem of
man is not sin but ignorance. Jesus 1is not a savior but a
teacher who reveals this secret knowledge only to those worthy
of this insight. Judas is considered worthy of this knowledge.
Dr. Meyer writes,



“For Gnostics, the fundamental problem in human life is not
sin but ignorance, and the best way to address this problem
is not through faith but through knowledge. In the Gospel of
Judas, Jesus imparts to Judas — and to the readers of the
gospel — the knowledge that can eradicate ignorance and lead
to an awareness of oneself and God.”{6}

Another Gnostic teaching is that since the physical world 1is
evil, God did not create the physical world. Instead, He
creates aeons and angels who in turn create, bring order to,
and rule over the physical world. Since matter is impure, God
does not enter directly into physical creation. In the Gospel
of Judas, Jesus asks His disciples, “How do you know me?” They
are unable to answer correctly. However, Judas answers saying,
“I know who you are and where you have come from. You are from
the immortal realm of Barbelo.”

Barbelo in Gnosticism 1is the first emanation of God, often
described as a mother-father figure. Since God does not enter
into the material world because it is impure, Barbelo is an
intermediary realm from which the material world can be
created without contaminating God.{7}

Barbelo is clearly a Gnostic term and foreign to Christianity.
Jesus stated in John 3:13 that He is from heaven. The Greek
word 1is houranos. Other times, the New Testament writers see
Jesus as sitting at the right hand of the Father. Jesus 1is
from heaven with His Father with whom He dwells eternally.

Reasons the Gospel of Judas is Not Part
of the New Testament

There are several reasons we should not consider the Gospel of
Judas inspired scripture. First, it is written too late to
have any apostolic connection. The Apostles of Christ were
given the authority to write inspired scripture. One of the
requirements for inclusion in the New Testament canon was that
the book had to be written by an apostle or a close associate.



Since an apostolic connection was necessary, it would have to
have been written within the first century. There 1is
compelling evidence that the four New Testament Gospels are
written in the first century A.D. (See my article “Historical
Reliability of the Gospels.”) The Gospel of Judas is written
in mid-second century A.D. so it is too late to be apostolic.

Second, inspired literature must be consistent with previous
revelation. God is not a God of error but of truth, and His
word would not present contradictory truth claims. The Gnostic
philosophy in Judas is inconsistent with 0ld and New Testament
teachings.

The 0ld Testament teaches that God created the physical
universe and Adam and Eve (Genesis 1-3). In the Genesis
creation account, God created all things good. So contrary to
Gnosticism, God created the physical world and He declared it
good.

Gnosticism teaches that God would not create a physical
universe because the material world is impure, so God creates
aeons and angels. These beings in turn create the physical
realm. In the Gospel of Judas, Jesus reveals to Judas the
creation of the world, humanity, and numerous aeons and
angels. The angels bring order to the chaos. One of the
angels, Saklas, fashioned Adam and Eve. The Gospel reads:

“Let twelve angels come into the being to rule over chaos
and the [underworld]. And look, from the cloud there
appeared an [angel] whose face flashed with fire and whose
appearance was defiled with blood. His name was Nebro, which
means rebel; others call him Yaldabaoth. Another angel,
Saklas, also came from the cloud. So Nebro created six
angels — as well as Saklas — to be assistants, and these
produced twelve angels in the heavens, with each one
receiving a portion in the heavens.”

It further states,
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“Then Saklas said to his angels, ‘Let us create a human
being after the likeness and after the image. They fashioned
Adam and his wife Eve, who is called, in the cloud, Zoe.”

This contradicts the teaching in the 0ld Testament that God
Himself created the universe. Then God created Adam from the
earth, and his wife Eve from Adam.

The Gospel of Judas contradicts New Testament teaching as
well. The Gospel teaches that the body is evil and that Jesus
wished to escape His physical body. Jesus instructs Judas
saying, “But you (Judas) will exceed all of them. For you will
sacrifice the man that clothes me.” Jesus’ death through the
assistance of Judas would liberate His spirit to unite with

God.{8}

However, the New Testament teaches that Jesus did not wish to
escape His body. In fact, Jesus taught that His resurrection
would be a physical resurrection (John 2:19-22). In Luke
24:39, Jesus makes clear to His disciples that He has a
physical body. “See my hands and My feet, that it is I Myself;
touch me and see, for a spirit does not have flesh and bones
as you see that I have.” In John 20 and 21, Jesus reveals it
was a physical resurrection of the body that was on the cross.
He invites Thomas in chapter 20 to touch His scars. If Jesus
rose as a spirit, He would have been guilty of deceiving His
disciples.

In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul teaches a physical resurrection. He
explains that Christ rose from the dead and over five hundred
witnesses attested to the fact. He then explains that the
resurrection body is a physical body but different from our
earthly bodies. At the resurrection, Christians will have
glorified physical bodies, a clear contradiction to Gnosticism
that seeks to escape the impure physical body. Paul did not
teach Christians to escape the body, but look forward to the
resurrection of the body (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18).



Conclusion

Despite the hype in the media, the Gospel of Judas does not
affect the historical reliability of the Gospels nor does it
pose any threat to the deity of Christ. This gospel cannot be
considered inspired scripture like the New Testament books. It
was written in the late second century and therefore, not
written by an Apostle of Christ or a close associate. Its
teachings contradict previous revelation of the 0ld and New
Testament. It presents very little information that could be
considered historical. The Gospel of Judas gives us more
insight into early Gnosticism, that is all. It presents no
historic facts of Jesus that affect the New Testament in any
way .
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The Da Vinci Code: Who 1is
Jesus, Really?

The Da Vinci Code, the blockbuster novel that’s now a major
motion picture, makes some controversial claims: Jesus of
Nazareth, a mere mortal, married Mary Magdalene and fathered
her child. Their descendants live today.

Dan Brown’s novel 1is an entertaining, artfully designed
thriller filled with mystery, intrigue, and suspense. The film
generally follows the novel’s storyline. Reviews have been
mixed. I enjoyed the film and feel that moviegoers are in for
an adventure if they can follow the action and detail.

The novel raises healthy questions about Christian faith. The
story’s fictitious British scholar, Sir Leigh Teabing, says,
“.almost everything our fathers taught us about Christ 1is

false.”{1}

Teabing says that the Roman emperor Constantine had history
rewritten to cast Jesus as divine rather than mortal and
convened the famous Council of Nicaea to debate Jesus
divinity. He says the council upgraded Jesus to divine by a
close vote.

The Greatest Story Ever Sold?

Teabing suggests that the greatest story ever told 1is, 1in
fact, the greatest story ever sold,{2} a monumental cover-up.
Was Jesus’ divinity a clever fabrication?

University of North Carolina religion chair Bart Ehrman, not a
theological conservative, found troubling Brown’s assertion
that “All descriptions of..documents..in this novel are
accurate.”{3}

Ehrman says, “Most of the descriptions of ancient documents,
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in fact, are not factual-they’'re part of his fiction. But
people reading the book aren’t equipped to separate the fact
from the fiction.”{4}

Ehrman notes that Constantine called the Council of Nicaea
(325 C.E.) not to debate whether Jesus was divine but rather
what precisely that meant: Had he always existed as divine, or
was he created as divine?{5} The council overwhelmingly
affirmed the former.

Dan Brown gets an A-/B+ for dramatic writing but a C-/D for
historical accuracy. Still, what do we really know about
Jesus?

Tacitus, a Roman historian writing around 115-117 C.E., refers
to Jesus’ execution under Pontius Pilate.{6} The Talmud, a
collection of Jewish laws and commentary, mentioned in the
late first or second century a tradition that Jesus was hanged
on Passover Eve.{7}

Jesus’ contemporary biographers indicated that he claimed
deity. For instance, one records a trial at which religious
leaders asked, “Are You the Son of God, then?” Jesus'’
response: “Yes, I am.”{8} Accusing him of blasphemy, leaders
said he deserved to die.{9}

The Alternatives

What are the alternatives? If his claim was true, he would be
the Lord. If it was false and he knew it, he was lying. If he
didn’t know it was false, he had serious delusions, perhaps
paranoid schizophrenia or paranoia proper.

Jesus claim to deity sets him apart from great moral teachers.
Either he was a liar, or a lunatic, or the Lord.

Was he a liar? If so, he died for that lie. Few, if any, would
willingly die for something they knew was a hoax. Would you?
Both believers and skeptics have considered Jesus a paragon of



virtue.

Was Jesus a lunatic? His teachings about love, forgiveness,
respect, and interpersonal relationships are often used as a
basis for mental health today. He had a genuine concern for
others, a cool response under pressure, and a great love for
his enemies as he said from the cross, Father, forgive them;
for they do not know what they are doing.{10} If Jesus was
insane, what must we be?

If he was not a liar and not a lunatic, were left with the
alternative that he was the Lord, as he claimed. Evidence for
his resurrection supports this claim.{11}

The Da Vinci Code touches many emotional chords. Clergy sex
scandals have engendered mistrust. People like conspiracy
theories. Feminist themes resonate with many. Deep hunger for
spiritual experience is prevalent.

Who is Jesus, really? Why not examine the evidence and decide
for yourself?
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The Dead Sea Scrolls Shed
Light on the Accuracy of our
Bible

Dr. Patrick Zukeran reviews the discovery of and important
historical findings from the Dead Sea Scrolls. The texts
discovered provide clear evidence as to the accuracy of our
version of the 0ld Testament and the care with which it was
preserved.

The Story of the Scrolls

Worship at the sacred Jerusalem Temple had become corrupt,
with seemingly little hope for reform. A group of devoted Jews
removed themselves from the mainstream and began a monastic
life in the Judean desert. Their studies of the 0ld Testament
Scriptures led them to believe that God’s judgment upon
Jerusalem was imminent and that the anointed one would return
to restore the nation of Israel and purify their worship.
Anticipating this moment, the Essenes retreated into the
Qumran desert to await the return of their Messiah. This
community, which began in the third century B.C., devoted
their days to the study and copying of sacred Scripture as
well as theological and sectarian works.

As tensions between the Jews and Romans increased, the
community hid their valuable scrolls in caves along the Dead
Sea to protect them from the invading armies. Their hope was
that one day the scrolls would be retrieved and restored to
the nation of Israel. In A.D. 70, the Roman general Titus
invaded Israel and destroyed the city of Jerusalem along with
its treasured Temple. It is at this time that the Qumran
community was overrun and occupied by the Roman army. The
scrolls remained hidden for the next two thousand years.
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In 1947, a Bedouin shepherd named Muhammad (Ahmed el-Dhib) was
searching for his lost goat and came upon a small opening of a
cave. Thinking that his goat may have fallen into the cave, he
threw rocks into the opening. Instead of hearing a startled
goat, he heard the shattering of clay pottery. Lowering
himself into the cave, he discovered several sealed jars. He
opened them hoping to find treasure. To his disappointment, he
found them to contain leather scrolls. He collected seven of
the best scrolls and left the other fragments scattered on the
ground.

Muhammad eventually brought some of the scrolls to a cobbler
and antiquities dealer in Bethlehem named Khando. Khando,
thinking the scrolls were written in Syriac, brought them to a
Syrian Orthodox Archbishop named Mar (Athanasius) Samuel. Mar
Samuel recognized that the scrolls were written in Hebrew and
suspected they may be very ancient and valuable. He eventually
had the scrolls examined by John Trevor at the American School
of Oriental Research (ASOR). Trevor contacted the world’s
foremost Middle East archaeologist, Dr. William Albright, and
together these men confirmed the antiquity of the scrolls and
dated them to sometime between the first and second century
B.C.

After the initial discovery, archaeologists searched other
nearby caves between 1952 and 1956. They found ten other caves
that contained thousands of ancient documents as well. One of
the greatest treasures of ancient manuscripts had been
discovered: the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Date and Contents of the Scrolls

Scholars were anxious to confirm that these Dead Sea Scrolls
were the most ancient of all Old Testament manuscripts in the
Hebrew language. Three types of dating tools were used: tools
from archaeology, from the study of ancient languages, called
paleography and orthography, and the carbon-14 dating method.
Each can derive accurate results. When all the methods arrive



at the same conclusion, there is an increased reliability in
the dating.

Archaeologists studied the pottery, coins, graves, and
garments at Khirbet Qumran, where the Essenes lived. They
arrived at a date ranging from the second century B.C. to the
first century A.D. Paleographers studied the style of writing
and arrived at dates raging from the third century B.C. to the
first century A.D. Scientists, using the radiocarbon dating
method, dated the scrolls to range from the fourth century
B.C. to the first century A.D. Since all the methods came to a
similar conclusion, scholars are very confident in their
assigned date for the texts. The scrolls date as early as the
third century B.C. to the first century A.D.{1l}

Eleven caves were discovered containing nearly 1,100 ancient
documents which included several scrolls and more than 100,000
fragments.{2} Fragments from every 0ld Testament book except
for the book of Esther were discovered. Other works included
apocryphal books, commentaries, manuals of discipline for the
Qumran community, and theological texts. The majority of the
texts were written in the Hebrew language, but there were also
manuscripts written in Aramaic and Greek.{3}

Among the eleven caves, Cave 1, which was excavated in 1949,
and Cave 4, excavated in 1952, proved to be the most
productive caves. One of the most significant discoveries was
a well-preserved scroll of the entire book of Isaiah.

The famous Copper Scrolls were discovered in Cave 3 in 1952.
Unlike most of the scrolls that were written on leather or
parchment, these were written on copper and provided
directions to sixty-four sites around Jerusalem that were said
to contain hidden treasure. So far, no treasure has been found
at the sites that have been investigated.

The oldest known piece of biblical Hebrew is a fragment from
the book of Samuel discovered in Cave 4, and is dated from the



third century B.C.{4} The War Scroll found in Caves 1 and 4 1is
an eschatological text describing a forty-year war between the
Sons of Light and the evil Sons of Darkness. The Temple Scroll
discovered in Cave 11 is the largest and describes a future
Temple in Jerusalem that will be built at the end of the age.

Indeed, these were the most ancient Hebrew manuscripts of the
Old Testament ever found, and their contents would yield
valuable insights to our understanding of Judaism and early
Christianity.

The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Masoretic
Text

The Dead Sea Scrolls play a crucial role in assessing the
accurate preservation of the 0ld Testament. With its hundreds
of manuscripts from every book except Esther, detailed
comparisons can be made with more recent texts.

The 0ld Testament that we use today is translated from what is
called the Masoretic Text. The Masoretes were Jewish scholars
who between A.D. 500 and 950 gave the 0ld Testament the form
that we use today. Until the Dead Sea Scrolls were found in
1947, the oldest Hebrew text of the 0ld Testament was the
Masoretic Aleppo Codex which dates to A.D. 935.{5}

With the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, we now had
manuscripts that predated the Masoretic Text by about one
thousand years. Scholars were anxious to see how the Dead Sea
documents would match up with the Masoretic Text. If a
significant amount of differences were found, we could
conclude that our Old Testament Text had not been well
preserved. Critics, along with religious groups such as
Muslims and Mormons, often make the claim that the present day
0Old Testament has been corrupted and is not well preserved.
According to these religious groups, this would explain the
contradictions between the 0ld Testament and their religious
teachings.



After years of careful study, it has been concluded that the
Dead Sea Scrolls give substantial confirmation that our 0Old
Testament has been accurately preserved. The scrolls were
found to be almost identical with the Masoretic text. Hebrew
Scholar Millar Burrows writes, “It is a matter of wonder that
through something like one thousand years the text underwent
so little alteration. As I said in my first article on the
scroll, ‘Herein lies its chief importance, supporting the
fidelity of the Masoretic tradition.'”{6}

A significant comparison study was conducted with the Isaiah
Scroll written around 100 B.C. that was found among the Dead
Sea documents and the book of Isaiah found in the Masoretic
text. After much research, scholars found that the two texts
were practically identical. Most variants were minor spelling
differences, and none affected the meaning of the text.

One of the most respected 0ld Testament scholars, the late
Gleason Archer, examined the two Isaiah scrolls found in Cave
1 and wrote, “Even though the two copies of Isaiah discovered
in Qumran Cave 1 near the Dead Sea in 1947 were a thousand
years earlier than the oldest dated manuscript previously
known (A.D. 980), they proved to be word for word identical
with our standard Hebrew Bible in more than 95 percent of the
text. The five percent of variation consisted chiefly of
obvious slips of the pen and variations in spelling.”{7}

Despite the thousand year gap, scholars found the Masoretic
Text and Dead Sea Scrolls to be nearly identical. The Dead Sea
Scrolls provide valuable evidence that the 0ld Testament had
been accurately and carefully preserved.

The Messianic Prophecies and the Scrolls

One of the evidences used in defending the deity of the Christ
is the testimony of prophecy. There are over one hundred
prophecies regarding Christ in the 0ld Testament.{8} These
prophecies were made centuries before the birth of Christ and



were quite specific in their detail. Skeptics questioned the
date of the prophecies and some even charged that they were
not recorded until after or at the time of Jesus, and
therefore discounted their prophetic nature.

There is strong evidence that the 0ld Testament canon was
completed by 450 B.C. The Greek translation of the 0Old
Testament, the Septuagint, is dated about two hundred fifty
years before Christ. The translation process occurred during
the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus who ruled from 285 to 246
B.C.{9} It can be argued that a complete Hebrew text from
which this Greek translation would be derived must have
existed prior to the third century B.C.

The Dead Sea Scrolls provided further proof that the 01ld
Testament canon existed prior to the third century B.C.
Thousands of manuscript fragments from all the 0ld Testament
books except Esther were found predating Christ’s birth, and
some date as early as the third century B.C. For example,
portions from the book of Samuel date that early, and
fragments from Daniel date to the second century B.C.{10}
Portions from the twelve Minor Prophets date from 150 B.C to
25 B.C.{11} Since the documents were found to be identical
with our Masoretic Text, we can be reasonably sure that our
Old Testament is the same one that the Essenes were studying
and working from.

One of the most important Dead Sea documents is the Isaiah
Scroll. This twenty-four foot long scroll is well preserved
and contains the complete book of Isaiah. The scroll is dated
100 B.C. and contains one of the clearest and most detailed
prophecies of the Messiah in chapter fifty-three, called the
“Suffering Servant.” Although some Jewish scholars teach that
this refers to Israel, a careful reading shows that this
prophecy can only refer to Christ.

Here are just a few reasons. The suffering servant is called
sinless (53:9), he dies and rises from the dead (53:8-10), and



he suffers and dies for the sins of the people (53:4-6). These
characteristics are not true of the nation of Israel. The
Isaiah Scroll gives us a manuscript that predates the birth of
Christ by a century and contains many of the most important
messianic prophecies about Jesus. Skeptics could no longer
contend that portions of the book were written after Christ or
that first century insertions were added to the text.

Thus, the Dead Sea Scrolls provide further proof that the 0ld
Testament canon was completed by the third century B.C., and
that the prophecies foretold of Christ in the 0ld Testament
predated the birth of Christ.

The Messiah and the Scrolls

What kind of Messiah was expected by first century Jews?
Critical scholars allege that the idea of a personal Messiah
was a later interpretation made by Christians. Instead, they
believe that the Messiah was to be the nation of Israel and
represented Jewish nationalism.

The Dead Sea Scrolls, written by 0ld Testament Jews, reveal
the messianic expectations of Jews during the time of Christ.
Studies have uncovered several parallels to the messianic hope
revealed in the New Testament as well as some significant
differences. First, they were expecting a personal Messiah
rather than a nation or a sense of nationalism. Second, the
Messiah would be a descendant of King David. Third, the
Messiah would confirm His claims by performing miracles
including the resurrection of the dead. Finally, He would be
human and yet possess divine attributes.

A manuscript found in Cave 4 entitled the Messianic
Apocalypse, copied in the first century B.C., describes the
anticipated ministry of the Messiah:

For He will honor the pious upon the throne of His eternal
kingdom, release the captives, open the eyes of the blind,



lifting up those who are oppressed.. For He shall heal the
critically wounded, He shall raise the dead, He shall bring
good news to the poor.

This passage sounds very similar to the ministry of Jesus as
recorded in the Gospels. In Luke chapter 7:21-22, John the
Baptist’s disciples come to Jesus and ask him if He is the
Messiah. Jesus responds, “Go tell John what you have seen and
heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the
poor have the good news brought to them.”

But, with the similarities there are also differences.
Christians have always taught that there is one Messiah while
the Essene community believed in two, one an Aaronic or
priestly Messiah and the other a Davidic or royal Messiah who
leads a war to end the evil age.{12}

The Essenes were also strict on matters of ceremonial purity
while Jesus criticized these laws. He socialized with tax
collectors and lepers which was considered defiling by the
Jews. Jesus taught us to love one’s enemies while the Essenes
taught hatred towards theirs. They were strict Sabbatarians,
and Jesus often violated this important aspect of the law. The
Qumran community rejected the inclusion of women, Gentiles,
and sinners, while Christ reached out to these very groups.

The many differences show that the Essenes were not the source
of early Christianity as some scholars propose. Rather,
Christianity derived its teachings from the 0ld Testament and
the ministry of Jesus.

The Dead Sea Scrolls have proven to be a significant
discovery, confirming the accurate preservation of our 0Old
Testament text, the messianic prophecies of Christ, and
valuable insight into first century Judaism.



Two Major Prophets and the Dead Sea
Scrolls

The Dead Sea Scrolls have been an asset in the debate
regarding two major and well disputed books of the 01ld
Testament, Daniel and Isaiah. Conservative scholars maintained
that Daniel was written in the sixth century B.C. as the
author declares in the first chapter. The New Testament
writers treated Daniel as a prophetic book with predictive
prophecies. Liberal scholars began teaching in the eighteenth
century that it was written in the Maccabean Period or the
second century B.C. If they are correct, Daniel would not be a
prophetic book that predicted the rise of Persia, Greece, and
Rome.

Before the discovery of the scrolls, critical scholars argued
that the Aramaic language used in Daniel was from a time no
earlier than 167 B.C. during the Maccabean period. Other
scholars, such as well-respected archaeologist Kenneth
Kitchen, studied Daniel and found that ninety percent of
Daniel’s Aramaic vocabulary was used in documents from the
fifth century B.C. or earlier.{13} The Dead Sea Scrolls
revealed that Kitchen’s conclusion was well founded. The
Aramaic language used in the Dead Sea Scrolls proved to be
very different from that found in the book of Daniel. O01ld
Testament scholars have concluded that the Aramaic in Daniel
is closer to the form used in the fourth and fifth century
B.C. than to the second century B.C.

Critical scholars challenged the view that Isaiah was written
by a single author. Many contended that the first thirty-nine
chapters were written by one author in the eighth century
B.C., and the final twenty-six chapters were written in the
post-Exilic period. The reason for this is that there are some
significant differences in the style and content between the
two sections. If this were true, Isaiah’s prophecies of
Babylon in the later chapters would not have been predictive



prophecies but written after the events occurred.

With the discovery of the Isaiah Scroll at Qumran, scholars on
both sides were eager to see if the evidence would favor their
position. The Isaiah Scroll revealed no break or demarcation
between the two major sections of Isaiah. The scribe was not
aware of any change in authorship or division of the book.{14}
Ben Sira (second century B.C.), Josephus, and the New
Testament writers regarded Isaiah as written by a single
author and containing predictive prophecy.{15} The Dead Sea
Scrolls added to the case for the unity and prophetic
character of Isaiah.

Inventory of the Scrolls

The following is a brief inventory provided by Dr. Gleason
Archer of the discoveries made in each of the Dead Sea

caves.{16}

Cave 1 was the first cave discovered and excavated in 1949.
Among the discoveries was found the Isaiah Scroll containing a
well-preserved scroll of the entire book of Isaiah. Fragments
were found from the other 0ld Testament books which included
Genesis, Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Judges, Samuel, Ezekiel, and
Psalms. Non-biblical books included the Book of Enoch, Sayings
of Moses, Book of Jubilee, Book of Noah, Testament of Levi and
the Wisdom of Solomon. Fragments from commentaries on Psalms,
Micah, and Zephaniah were also discovered.

Cave 2 was excavated in 1952. Hundreds of fragments were
discovered, including remains from the 0ld Testament books of
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Jeremiah, Job, Psalms
and Ruth.

Cave 3 was excavated in 1952. Here archaeologists found the
famous Copper Scrolls. These scrolls contained directions to
sixty-four sites containing hidden treasures located around
Jerusalem. So far, no treasure has been found at the sites



investigated.

Cave 4, excavated in 1952, proved to be one of the most
productive. Thousands of fragments were recovered from nearly
four hundred manuscripts. Hundreds of fragments from every 0ld
Testament book were discovered with the exception of the Book
of Esther. The fragment from Samuel labeled 4Qsam{l7} 1is
believed to be the oldest known piece of biblical Hebrew,
dating from the third century B.C. Also found were fragments
of commentaries on the Psalms, Isaiah, and Nahum. The entire
collection of Cave 4 is believed to represent the scope of the
Essene library.

Cave 5 was excavated in 1952 and fragments from some 01ld
Testament books along with the book of Tobit were found.

Cave 6 excavated in 1952 uncovered papyrus fragments of
Daniel, 1 and 2 Kings and some other Essene literature.

Caves 7-10 yielded finds of interest for archaeologists but
had little relevance for biblical studies.

Cave 11 was excavated in 1956. It exposed well-preserved
copies from some of the Psalms, including the apocryphal Psalm
151. In addition, a well-preserved scroll of part of Leviticus
was found, and fragments of an Apocalypse of the New
Jerusalem, an Aramaic Targum or paraphrase of Job, was also
discovered.

Indeed these were the most ancient Hebrew manuscripts of the
Old Testament ever found, and their contents would soon reveal
insights that would impact Judaism and Christianity.
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