Lessons from Camp Quest

In August of this year, the North Texas Church of Freethought
(NTCOF) hosted Camp Quest Texas on a farm outside of Dallas.
This eight-hour event for children of atheists, agnostics and
other “free thinkers” included nearly 40 children between the
ages of five and 15. According to a published report{l} , the
day began with an exercise in making up creation myths based
on the Apache story of fire before leading into activities
with exotic animals, fossils and staged UFO sightings. The
primary purposes of the event were twofold:

* Encourage the children to have open minds and embrace
scientific skepticism

* Provide a fun experience for the children where they could
make friends among the community of non-believers. This
objective was partially motivated by a desire to counter
negative experiences some of the children had experienced
with schoolmates who believed in God.

Let me begin by stating that I applaud the organizers and
parents for taking positive steps to encourage their children
to ask good questions and look for good answers. Even though I
suspect that the event was slanted towards promoting an
atheistic worldview, I believe all parents should assume an
obligation to steer their children toward the truth as they
see it. At the very least, they should equip their children to
see through the illogical arguments of some enthusiastic
proponent of a cultic religion (even if they think that I am
just such a proponent!).

The newspaper account of this event and an accompanying
interview with the executive director of NTCOF can teach us
several lessons as we evangelicals take on the task of raising
younger generations.
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Background

Before looking for takeaway lessons, let’s investigate a
little more background. Zachary Moore, the executive director
for NTCOF, described their church this way:

“We’'re a church of freethinkers, which means that we try to
understand the natural world by relying on reason and
evidence. Like most people, we enjoy spending time with others
who share our values and have similar interests. Forming a
church just seemed like the natural thing to do, since many of
us thought the only thing wrong with churches were the strange
things they told you to believe in."”{2}

At one time, Zachary considered himself a believer 1in
Christianity. At some point, he came to the conclusion that
the evidence did not support his belief in God. As he said,

“If Christianity were true, then I would want at least what
Doubting Thomas got. If another theistic worldview were true,
then I'd need something equivalent. I don’t think it’s too
much to ask to be able to talk to a deity personally before
I'm asked to worship it.”{3}

This question, “If God wants me to believe in Him, why doesn’t
He present me personally with overwhelming evidence?” is one
of the classic hard questions raised against our faith. The
purpose of this article is not to answer this question, but if
you want more information you can find it at Probe.org (see
related articles).

Zachary and the NTCOF represent a point of view that is
heavily in the minority among Americans, but is growing move
vocal as it grows numerically. Recent Pew Institute surveys
indicate that the number of atheists, agnostics and others who
claim no faith is less than 10% of the population. However, a
2007 Barna survey provides a revealing look inside that
statistic.



The table below shows the number of people with “no faith” in
each age demographic based on surveys taken in 1992 and 2007.
The data reveals two important trends. First, the number of
people claiming no faith in God in 2007 grows markedly higher
with each younger generation, more than tripling from the 6%
for those over 61 to 19% for those from 18-22. Second, the
percentages for each generation have not changed significantly
in the last fifteen years. We don’t see more people turning to
faith as they grow older. It appears that the skeptics remain
skeptics as each generation ages.

Percent of Americans who are atheist or agnostic{4}:

: Ages in 1992 2007
Generation 2007 Surve Surve
Adult Mosaics 18-22 - 19%
Boomers 23-41 16% 14%
Busters 42-60 8% 9%
Elders 61+ 4% 6%

Could it be that our secular schools, culture and public
square are creating their expected result—generations that are
becoming more and more secular? It also appears that on
average, once people reach the age of 18, their belief in God
is pretty much set for life.

How should we respond to this trend of succeeding generations
turning away from God? I believe the report on Camp Quest
reveals some lessons we can take away and apply to this
question. I want to consider three possible lessons:

*» Respect those who express doubts

* Understand that the Truth is not afraid of skepticism (or
scientific inquiry)

* Don’t be intimidated by an unfriendly world.



Respect Those Who Express Doubts

Many of the children attending Camp Quest felt like they are
living in a culture where it is taboo to ask the question,
“Why should I believe in God?”

One fourteen year old boy “was at camp hoping to meet some
nonbelievers his age. ALl his friends in Allen believe in God,
he said, and he tries to keep his atheism a secret from them.
‘They’'d probably avoid me if they knew,’' he said.”{5}

“Another boy, 14, whose stepfather requested his anonymity,
started home-schooling this year after enduring years of
bullying for his open atheism.”{6}

In my opinion, looking at the experience of the Quest campers
gives startling insight into the issue of teenagers from
Christian homes turning away from the church in their college
years.

Consider a teenager from a Christian family who has questions
about the God they learned about in Sunday school. Where can
they get some answers to the tough questions? They look around
and see how their peers and parents react to other children
who question the party line. They realize they may risk status
with their peers if they ask these questions. So, at a time
when they are around Christian adults on a regular basis who
could help them deal with the tough questions and the evidence
for God, they are intimidated into keeping silent. Once they
leave the home for college or other vocations, they enter an
environment where the primary people that claim to have
answers to these questions are belittling Christianity as a
crutch for people who believe in myths.

In other words, if the children of atheists are afraid to
bring up their doubts in public, how much more do many
children from Christian families feel forced to go through the
motions while hiding their major doubts and concerns?



If we teach our children to respect those with genuine
questions about God, we receive a double benefit:

e Qur children will be more willing to bring up questions
that cause them to struggle.

e Qur children will have opportunities to hear the questions
of others who need to know Christ. If we model for our
children a gentle and respectful response to peoples’
questions/beliefs, their friends are more likely to be
willing to share their questions with them.

Understand That the Truth Is Not Afraid
of Skepticism (or Scientific Inquiry)

Most parents at Camp Quest indicated that they did not want to
dictate their children’s beliefs, but clearly they wanted to
impact the thought process. As one mother stated:

“Our job isn’t to tell children what to think,” she said.
“It’s about opening up their minds and learning how to ask
good questions.”{7}

Just as we hope that the children at Camp Quest will
ultimately ask the right questions about the purpose of life
and their eternal destinies, we should encourage our children
to examine the truth claims of Christianity. After all, Jesus
told Pilate:

‘For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the
world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth
hears My voice.” John 18:37-38 (NASU or New American Standard
Updated.)

Lies and hoaxes are afraid of skeptics. The Truth welcomes
skeptics because it shines in the light of examination. If we
are willing to examine the truth with our children, it will
build their confidence in their faith.



Many teenagers in Sunday School and youth meetings learn the
things that Christians do (and don’t do) and some things that
Christians believe, but never learn about why we believe that
the evidence for Christianity is strong and a biblical
worldview answers the hard questions better than any other
worldview. I suspect that many teenagers get the impression
that their pastors and teachers are afraid of hard questions
and want to avoid them. Perhaps in too many cases this
suspicion is reality.

This reinforces what we have stated in prior articles on the
subject of youth retention (see The Last Christian Generation,
related articles). We need to:

* Encourage students to ask tough questions and respect them
for doing so.

* Equip parents and student leaders with solid answers for
the tough questions.

» Take the initiative and address these topics in Sunday
school and youth meetings even before the students ask the
questions.

e Point them to resources like Probe for those that want to
go deeper into these topics.

» Expose them to Christian adults who are living out a mature
biblical worldview

Don’'t Be Intimidated By An Unfriendly
World.

How many of us can identify with the following statement:

Just as evangelical adults need social support from their
church, our children need it even more. Many of our kids are
ostracized at school because their parents are evangelicals,



or because they’re sharing their own faith at school. It can
also be challenging to be an evangelical parent when most
people assume that you’re intolerant and ignorant if you
teach your children to believe in hell and in Jesus as the
only way to heaven. Christian camps provide a valuable
resource for parents, plus they are full of fun activities
for kids that reinforce our values—faith in Christ, love for
God and our neighbors, good morals, and a desire for others
to receive eternal life.

It rings true, doesn’t it? It is interesting to consider that
the statement above is a slight modification of a statement
made by Zachary Moore:

Just as freethinking adults need social support from groups
like the NTCOF, our children need it even more. Many of our
kids are ostracized at school or in their neighborhoods
because their parents are freethinkers, or because they’re
developing their own freethinking perspective. It can also be
challenging to be a freethinking parent when most people
assume that you’re immoral if you don’t teach your children
to believe in a god. Camp Quest Texas provides a valuable
resource for parents, plus it’s full of fun activities for
kids that reinforce our freethinking values — science,
critical thinking, ethics and religious tolerance.{8}

American society as a whole does not have a high regard for
atheism. However, in many ways, our public sector and public
schools are more supportive of the NTCOF than they are of
evangelicals. This is the reality our children will become
adults within. We need to encourage them through a community
of like—minded believers while at them same time preparing
them to stand up in an unsympathetic and sometimes hostile
public square.

Youth groups and Christian camps are not refugee camps to
protect our children from the world. They need to focus on



equipping them and encouraging them to stand for the Truth in
whatever cultural setting they encounter.

You may not be excited about the prospect of a Church of
Freethought. However, their experience and reactions may help
expose some our inadequacies in preparing our children to
stand firm in their faith in this world. Let’s make sure that
our children know that we are open to their hard questions and
are prepared with real answers.

“For he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He
is a rewarder of those who seek Him” Heb 11:6-7 (NASU).
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e The Answer is the Resurrection
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Advocacy Apologetics: Finding
Common Ground as a Way to the
Gospel

As you examine your life, can you think of any lessons you
wish you had learned earlier than you did?

I'm really glad I learned this lesson very early in my career
as a Christian communicator. It’s made a world of difference.

God has graciously sent me presenting Christ and biblical
truth on six continents before university students and
professors, on mainstream TV and radio talk shows, with
executives, diplomats and professional athletes.

He's put me speaking in university classrooms and auditoriums,
in embassies, boardrooms, and locker rooms. He’'s had me
writing for mainstream newspapers, magazines, and on the
Internet about controversial subjects like sex, abortion, the
afterlife, and reasons for faith.

As you might imagine, I’'ve encountered many skeptics and
objections to faith. I’'ve learned much from my critics, the
unpaid guardians of my soul.
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But if I hadn’'t learned this crucial lesson at the outset,
would all those outreach doors have opened?

The Lesson

I learned it on an island in a river in Seoul, Korea. Over a
million believers were gathered for Explo 74. One speaker that
day was a prominent church leader from India who discussed how
to best communicate the message of Jesus to the types of
Buddhists in India. Here’s my paraphrase of his advice.

We could use two methods, he said. One was to begin by
stressing the differences between Buddhism and Christianity.
But that often gets people mad and turns them off.

A second way involved agreeing with the Buddhist where we
could. We could say something like this: “I know that you as a
Buddhist believe in Four Noble Truths.” (This is foundational
to many strains of Buddhism.) “First you believe suffering 1is
universal. As a follower of Jesus, I also believe suffering is
everywhere. It needs a solution.

Second, you believe that suffering is caused by evil desire or
craving. I believe something very similar; I call this evil
desire sin.”

Third, you believe that the way to eliminate suffering is to
eliminate craving. I feel selfishness needs to be eliminated,
too. And fourth, you feel we eliminate craving by following
the Eightfold Path: right understanding, right aspiration,
right behavior, etc.

Here’s where I would suggest an alternative. For many years I,
too, tried to eliminate my selfishness by seeking to think and
do the right thing. But you know what happened? I became very
frustrated because I lacked the power to do it. I realized
that if I relied on God, He could give me the inner power I
needed.”



Do you see the contrast between those two methods of
approaching someone who differs with you? The first emphasizes
differences and has the emotional effect of holding up your
hands as if to say “Stop!” or “Go away!” The second begins by
agreeing where you can. Your emotional hands are extended as
if to welcome your listeners. If you were the listener, which
approach would you prefer?

Start by Agreeing where You Can

In communicating with skeptics, start by agreeing where you
can. You'll get many more to listen.

I call this approach Advocacy Apologetics. You're approaching
the person as an advocate rather than an adversary. You
believe in some of the same things they do. Expressing
agreement can penetrate emotional barriers and communicate
that you are for that person rather than against them. It can
make them more willing to consider areas of disagreement.

Don’t compromise biblical truth; but agree at the start where
you can.

Paul used this approach. He wrote (1 Corinthians. 9:19-23 NLT,
emphasis mine):

I have become a servant of everyone so that I can bring them
to Christ. When I am with the Jews, I become one of them so
that I can bring them to Christ. When I am with the Gentiles
who do not have the Jewish law, I fit in with them as much as
I can.

Yes, I try to find common ground with everyone so that I
might bring them to Christ. I do all this to spread the Good
News.

Here’s an experiment: The next time you encounter someone who
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differs with you, take a deep breath. Pray. Ask God to help
you identify three areas of agreement. Can’t find three? How
about one? Discuss that first. Become an advocate for them.
Maybe you’ll oil some stuck emotional and intellectual gears
and nudge someone in His direction.

Reasonable Faith

Reasonable Faith

One of the finest Christian philosophers of our day is William
Lane Craig. Although he’s become very well known for his
debates with atheists and skeptics, he’s also a prolific
writer. To date, he has authored or edited over thirty books
and more than a hundred scholarly articles.{1} His published
work explores such fascinating topics as the evidence for the
existence of God, the historical evidence for the resurrection
of Jesus, divine foreknowledge and human freedom, and God'’s
relationship to time. In 2007 he started a web-based
apologetics ministry called Reasonable Faith
(www.reasonablefaith.org). The site features both scholarly
and popular articles written by Craig, audio and video
recordings of some of his debates, lectures, and interviews,
answers to questions from his readers, and much more.

] But before he launched the Reasonable Faith Web site, Craig
had also authored a book by the same title. One of the best
apologetics books on the market, a revised and updated third
edition was recently released. His friend and colleague, the
philosopher J. P. Moreland, endorsed Craig’s ministry with
these words:

It is hard to overstate the impact that William Lane Craig
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has had for the cause of Christ. He 1is simply the finest
Christian apologist of the last half century, and his
academic work justifies ranking him among the top one percent
of practicing philosophers in the Western world. Besides
that, he is a winsome ambassador for Christ, an exceptional
debater, and a man with the heart of an evangelist. . . . I
do not know of a single thinker who has done more to raise
the bar of Christian scholarship in our generation than
Craig. He is one of a kind, and I thank God for his life and

work.{2}

Although the book has been described as “an admirable defense
of basic Christian faith,”{3} many readers will find the
content quite advanced. According to Craig, “Reasonable Faith
is intended primarily to serve as a textbook for seminary
level courses on Christian apologetics.”{4} For those without
much prior training in philosophy, theology, and apologetics,
this book will make for some very demanding reading in places.
But for those who want to seriously grapple with an informed
and compelling case for the truth of Christianity, this book
will richly repay one’s careful and patient study.

Although we cannot possibly do it justice, in the remainder of
this article we will briefly consider at least some of the
reasons why Craig believes that biblical Christianity is an
eminently reasonable faith.

The Absurdity of Life Without God

Imagine for a moment that there is no God. What implications
would this have for human life? Science tells us that the
universe is not eternal, but that it rather had a beginning.
But if there is no God, then the universe must have come into
being, uncaused, out of nothing! What'’s more, the origin of
life is nothing more than an unintended by-product of matter,
plus time, plus chance.{5} No one planned or purposed for life



to arise, for if there is no God, there was no one to plan or
purpose it. And human beings? We are just the unpredictable
result of a long evolutionary process that never had us in
mind. In fact, if one were to rewind the history of life to
its beginning, and allow the evolutionary process to start
anew, it’s virtually certain that none of us would be here to
think about it! After all, without an intelligent Agent
guiding this long and complicated process, the chances that
our species would accidentally emerge a second time 1is
practically zero.{6}

Depressing as it 1is, this little thought experiment provides
the appropriate backdrop for Craig’s discussion of the
absurdity of life without God. In his view, if God does not
exist, then human life is ultimately without meaning, value,
or purpose. After all, if human beings are merely the
accidental by-products of the unintended forces of nature,
then what possible meaning could human life have? If there is
no God, then we were not created for a purpose; we were merely
“coughed” into existence by mindless material processes.

Of course, some might wonder why we couldn’t just create some
meaning for our lives, or give the universe a meaning of our
own. But as Craig observes, “the universe does not really
acquire meaning just because I happen to give it one

for suppose I give the universe one meaning, and you give it
another. Who is right? The answer, of course, is neither one.
For the universe without God remains objectively meaningless,
no matter how we regard it."”{7}

Like it or not, if God does not exist, then the universe-—and
our very lives—are ultimately meaningless and absurd. The
difficulty 1is, however, that no one can really live
consistently and happily with such a view.{8} Although merely
recognizing this fact does absolutely nothing to show that God
actually exists, it should at least motivate us to sincerely
investigate the matter with an open heart and an open mind. So
let’s now briefly consider some of the reasons for believing



that there really is a God.

The Existence of God

In the latest edition of Reasonable Faith, Craig offers a
number of persuasive arguments for believing that God does, in
fact, exist. Unfortunately, we can only skim the surface of
these arguments here. But if you want to go deeper, his book
is a great place to start.

After a brief historical survey of some of the major kinds of
arguments that scholars have offered for believing that God
exists, Craig offers his own defense for each of them. He
begins with a defense of what is often called the cosmological
argument. This argument takes its name from the Greek word
kosmos, which means “world.” It essentially argues from the
existence of the cosmos, or world, to the existence of a First
Cause or Sufficient Reason for the world’s existence.{9} Next
he defends a teleological, or design, argument. The name for
this argument comes from the Greek word telos, which means
“end.” According to Craig, this argument attempts to infer “an
intelligent designer of the universe, just as we infer an
intelligent designer for any product in which we discern
evidence of purposeful adaptation of means to some end
(telos).”{10} After the design argument, he offers a defense
of the moral argument. This argument “implies the existence of
a Being that is the embodiment of the ultimate Good,” as well
as “the source of the objective moral values we experience in
the world.”{11} Finally, he defends what is known as the
ontological argument. Ontology is the study of being, and this
much-debated argument “attempts to prove from the very concept
of God that God exists.”{12}

Taken together, these arguments provide a powerful case for
the existence of God. As Craig presents them, the cosmological
argument implies the existence of an eternal, immaterial,
unimaginably powerful, personal Creator of the universe. The



design argument reveals an intelligent designer of the cosmos.
The moral argument reveals a Being who is the transcendent
source and standard of moral goodness. And the ontological
argument shows that if God’s existence is even possible, then
He must exist!

But suppose we grant that all of these arguments are sound.
Why think that Christianity 1is true? Many non-Christian
religions believe in God. Why think that Christianity is the
one that got it right? In order to answer this question we
must now confront the central figure of Christianity: Jesus of
Nazareth.

The Son of Man

When the previous edition of Reasonable Faith was published in
1994, most New Testament scholars thought that Jesus had never
really claimed to be the Messiah, or Lord, or Son of God. But
a lot has happened in the intervening fourteen years, and “the
balance of scholarly opinion on Jesus’ use of Christological
titles may have actually tipped in the opposite
direction.”{13}

For example, we have excellent grounds for believing that
Jesus often referred to himself as “the Son of Man.”{14}
Although some believe that in using this title Jesus was
merely referring to himself as a human being, the evidence
suggests that he actually meant much more than that. Note, for
example, that “Jesus did not refer to himself as ‘a son of
man,’' but as ‘the Son of Man.'”{15} His use of the definite
article is a crucially important observation, especially in
light of Daniel 7:13-14.

a“

In this passage Daniel describes a vision in which “one like a
son of man” comes before God with the clouds of heaven. God
gives this person an everlasting kingdom and we are told that
“all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him”



(Dan. 7:14). It’'s clear that Daniel’s “son of man” 1s much
more than a human being, for he’s viewed as an appropriate
object of worship. Since no one is worthy of worship but God
alone (see Luke 4:8), the “son of man” must actually be
divine, as well as human.

According to Mark, at Jesus’ trial the high priest pointedly
asked him if he was the Christ (or Messiah), “the Son of the
Blessed One.” Jesus’ response is astonishing. “I am,” he said,
“And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of
the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven” (Mark
14:61-62). Here Jesus not only affirms that he is the Messiah
and Son of God, he also explicitly identifies himself with the
coming Son of Man prophesied by Daniel.{16} Since we have
excellent reasons for believing that Jesus actually made this
radical claim at his trial, we’re once again confronted with
that old trilemma: if Jesus really claimed to be divine, then
he must have been either a lunatic, a liar, or the divine Son
of Man!

Now most people would probably agree that Jesus was not a liar
or a lunatic, but they might still find it difficult to accept
his claim to divinity. They might wonder if we have any good
reasons, independent of Jesus’ claims, for believing his
claims to be true. As a matter of fact we do!

The Resurrection of Jesus

Shortly after Jesus’ crucifixion, on the day of Pentecost, the
apostle Peter stood before a large crowd of people gathered in
Jerusalem and made a truly astonishing claim: God had raised
Jesus from the dead, thereby vindicating his radical personal
claims to be both Lord and Messiah (see Acts 2:32-36). The
reason this claim was so incredible was that the “Jews had no
conception of a Messiah who, instead of triumphing over
Israel’s enemies, would be shamefully executed by them as a
criminal.”{17} Indeed, according to the 0ld Testament book of



Deuteronomy, “anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s
curse” (21:22-23). So how could a man who had been crucified
as a criminal possibly be the promised Messiah? If we reject
the explanation of the New Testament, that God raised Jesus
from the dead, it’'s very difficult to see how early
Christianity could have ever gotten started. So are there good
reasons to believe that Jesus really was raised from the dead?

According to Craig, the case for Jesus’ resurrection rests
“upon the evidence for three great, independently established
facts: the empty tomb, the resurrection appearances, and the
origin of the Christian faith.”{18} He marshals an extensive
array of arguments and evidence in support of each fact, as
well as critiquing the various naturalistic theories which
have been proposed to avoid the resurrection. He concludes by
noting that since God exists, miracles are possible. And once
one acknowledges this, “it’s hard to deny that the
resurrection of Jesus 1s the best explanation of the

facts.”{19}

This brings us to the significance of this event. According to
the German theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg:

The resurrection of Jesus acquires such decisive meaning, not
merely because someone

has been raised from the dead, but because it is Jesus
of Nazareth, whose execution was instigated by the Jews
because he had blasphemed against God. If this man was raised
from the dead, then . . . God . . . has committed himself to
him. . . . The resurrection can only be understood as the
divine vindication of the man whom the Jews had rejected as a
blasphemer. {20}

In other words, by raising Jesus from the dead, God has put
His seal of approval (as it were) on Jesus’ radical personal
claims to be the Messiah, the Son of God, and the divine Son
of Man! This forces each of us to answer the same haunting



question Jesus once asked his disciples, “Who do you say I
am?” (Matt. 16:15).
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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
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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}

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 1t 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 is based on
“faith.” The defense Christians gave for the resurrection is
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



n

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 in the resurrection 1is based on compelling
historical evidence. Second, I do not believe the novelty of
the resurrection is 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.)
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These remain the strongest arguments for the resurrection, not
the novelty of a resurrected Messiah. Even if Kohl'’s
translation is proven to be correct, it does not affect any of
these facts. There 1is still compelling evidence for the
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.

Notes

1. David Van Biema, “Was Jesus’ Resurrection a Sequel?” TIME,
7 July 2008,
www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1820685,00.html?xid=new
sletter-weekly.

2. Ibid., 1.
3. Ibid., 1.
4. Ibid., 2.
5. Ada Yardeni's translation,

www.bib-arch.org/news/dssinstone_english.pdf 6. Gary Habermas,
“‘Gabriel’s Vision’ and the Resurrection of Jesus,” July 2008,
www.garyhabermas.com/articles/gabrielsvisionl/gabrielsvision.h
tm.

7. Biema, 2.
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Jesus Tomb Controversy

Outside Sources on the Supposed Jesus
Family Tomb and Ossuary

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.

e “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.
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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
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.

 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
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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
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?”

© 2007 Probe Ministries

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.
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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
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 guys,
gals with their hair 1in 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 1little 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
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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.

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



ELlLlum, 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,
(Moody Press: Chicago, 1999), Chapter 3, “Calling Down Fire,”

pages 33ff.

2. Ibid, 46.

3. Ibid.

4. Ibid, 44.

5. Ibid, 47. See also: End Time Anxieties.
6. Ibid, 38.

7. Not his real name.

8. I Corinthians 9:22 (NASB).

9. Ephesians 6:12 (NASB).

10. Downs, T., op. cit., 66-71.

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.

© 2007 Probe Ministries


https://www.probe.org/end-time-anxieties/

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.

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

| WINAER G TAE CRRISITANTY 180AT 80K AYARD
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 GOD
effort to conceal their contempt. How the world's
Richard Dawkins characterized Flew'’s Mosh no¥oriony AtEALEY

conversion as a kind of apostasy from SR

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
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
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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 its 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 1in
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, is 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 1s 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 1is 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.
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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
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 in
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.
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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 1is 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 is certainly affected
by the change, but neither translation violates Christian



doctrine. In fact, as Wallace argues “Whether the author 1is
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
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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 is 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.

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 is 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
questioning 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
Magdalene. In the Gospels, women are identified with their
male counterpart; however, Mary 1s never paired with Jesus.
Rather, she is identified with her hometown of Migdal and 1is
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
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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
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
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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 is 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 1is 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
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
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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; instead 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 is 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.

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 1is 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-
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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.
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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 1s cast as the most senior and trusted of Jesus’
disciples who betrayed Jesus at the Lord’s request! This
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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
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 is 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 1like 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 O0ld 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, 1is
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 is 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 is 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 O0ld and New Testament
teachings.

The 0ld Testament teaches that God created the physical
universe and Adam and Eve (Genesis 1-3). In the Genesis
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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,

“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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