
“How Did the Church Recognize
Which Books Were Inspired by
God?”
Please elaborate on this statement from your article on The Da
Vinci Code: “…the Canon gradually took shape as the church
recognized and embraced those books that were inspired by
God.”

How did the church “recognize” which books were inspired by
God? Did the church, therefore, consider other texts not to be
“inspired by God”? Can you suggest any material that refers to
the above?

Thank you for your thoughtful question and for visiting our
web site.

Below is a document that I composed from information found in
F. F. Bruce’s book The Canon. I highly recommend his work if
you  are  interested  in  digging  deeper  into  the  subject  of
canonicity.

Other  works  were  used  by  the  early  church  (Didache  and
Shepherd of Hermas) but were not equated to scripture. Later
writings  were  weighed  against  the  Apostles’  teachings  and
rejected or read accordingly.

Sincerely,

Don Closson

The Canon
From The Canon of Scripture by F. F. Bruce
“That the New Testament consists of the twenty-seven books
which have been recognized as belonging to it since the fourth
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century is not a value judgment; it is a statement of fact.
Individuals  or  communities  may  consider  that  it  is  too
restricted or too comprehensive; but their opinion does not
affect the identity of the canon. The canon is not going to be
diminished or increased because of what they think or say: it
is a literary, historical and theological datum.”{1}

Bruce defines the criteria for canonicity in chapter 21 of his
book; he includes the following items:

Apostolic Authority – All of the NT writings contained a
degree of apostolic authority. This could be established by
direct  apostolic  appointment  (those  chosen  directly  by
Jesus), writing on behalf of one with apostolic authority
(Mark writing on behalf of Peter), or being a member of
Jesus’ family (James & Jude). The Acts of Paul, which was
written in the middle of the second century, was orthodox
but the author had no apostolic authority and it was a work
of fiction. Bruce also points out that any book known to be
pseudonymous [written by a person other than the attributed
author] would not have been included in the canon.

Antiquity – The writing must belong to the apostolic age.
Anything written later, although useful and theologically
accurate  (Shepherd  of  Hermas)  would  not  be  considered
canonical. “Writings of a later date, whatever their merit,
could  not  be  included  among  the  apostolic  or  canonical
books.”{2}

Orthodoxy – Any writing considered to be part of the canon
must be theologically consistent with the apostolic faith.
This faith rested upon the undisputed apostolic writings and
the teachings established in those churches founded by the
apostles. The Bishop of Antioch (199 AD) named Serapion had
The Gospel of Peter removed from books that were read in the
church of Rhossus when he discovered that it included a
docetic (heretical) view of Christ. Docetism and Gnosticism
were two views of Christ that competed with the orthodox



apostolic teachings in the early church.

Catholicity – Only those works that were received by the
greater part of the catholic or universal church could be
acknowledged  as  canon.  This  might  be  combined  with  the
notion of traditional use. Bruce writes, “If any church
leader came along in the third or fourth century with a
previously  unknown  book,  recommending  it  as  genuinely
apostolic, he would have found great difficulty in gaining
acceptance for it: his fellow Christians would simply have
said, ‘But no one has ever heard of it!'”{3}

Inspiration – Canonicity and inspiration have been closely
connected in the minds of Christians since the early days of
the church. Even when apostolic authority was questioned (as
with Mark and Luke) works were accepted because they were
considered  authoritative  (inspired,  God  breathed)  and
trustworthy  witnesses  to  the  saving  events  of  Christ’s
ministry.

Notes

1. F. F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture, (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 1988), p. 250.

2. Ibid., p. 259.

3. Ibid., p. 263.

Edited by Don Closson, Probe Ministries, 2004

See related posts for more relevant articles and answers to
questions.



The  Old  Testament  Apocrypha
Controversy  –  The  Canon  of
Scripture
Don  Closson  analyzes  the  controversial  issue  of  the
Apocrypha, weighing the evidence on the canonicity of these
books, affirming their value, but agreeing with the Protestant
tradition which does not regard them as inspired Scripture.

The Source of the Controversy
A  fundamental  issue  that  separates  Roman  Catholic  and
Protestant traditions is the question of the Old Testament
Apocrypha. Catholics argue that the Apocrypha was an integral
part of the early church and should be included in the list of
inspired Old Testament books. Protestants believe that the
books of the Apocrypha are valuable for understanding the
events and culture of the inter-testamental period and for
devotional reading, but are not inspired nor should they be
included in the canon, the list of books included in the
Bible. This disagreement about which books belong in the Bible
points to other differences in Roman Catholic and Protestant
beliefs about canonicity itself and the interplay between the
authority  of  the  Bible  and  the  authority  of  tradition  as
expressed in the institutional church. Catholics contend that
God established the church and that the Church, the Roman
Catholic  Church,  both  gave  us  the  Bible  and  verified  its
authenticity.  Protestants  believe  that  the  Scriptures,  the
writings of the prophets and apostles, are the foundation upon
which the church is built and are authenticated by the Holy
Spirit, who has been and is active in church congregations and
councils.

The books of the Apocrypha considered to be canonical by the
Roman Catholic Church are first found in Christian era copies
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of  the  Greek  Septuagint,  a  translation  of  the  Hebrew  Old
Testament. According to Old Testament authority F. F. Bruce,
Hebrew scholars in Alexandria, Egypt, began translating the
Hebrew Old Testament into Greek around 250 B.C. because the
Jews in that region had given up the Hebrew language for
Greek.{1} The resulting translation is called the Septuagint
(or LXX) because of legend that claims that seventy Hebrew
scholars finished their work in seventy days, indicating its
divine origins.

The  books  or  writings  from  the  Apocrypha  that  the  Roman
Catholic Church claims are inspired are Tobit, Judith, Wisdom
of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch, 1 & 2 Maccabees, Letter of
Jeremiah,  additions  to  Esther,  Prayer  of  Azariah,  Susanna
(Daniel 13), and Bel and the Dragon (Daniel 14). Three other
Apocryphal books in the Septuagint, the Prayer of Manasseh,
and  1  &  2  Esdras,  are  not  considered  to  be  inspired  or
canonical by the Roman Catholic Church.

This disagreement over the canonicity of the Apocryphal books
is significant if only for the size of the material being
debated.  By  including  it  with  the  Old  Testament  one  adds
152,185 words to the King James Bible. Considering that the
King James New Testament has 181,253 words, one can see how
including the books would greatly increase the influence of
pre-Christian Jewish life and thought.

This issue is important for two other reasons as well. First,
there  are  specific  doctrines  that  are  held  by  the  Roman
Catholic Church which are supported by the Apocryphal books.
The  selling  of  indulgences  for  forgiveness  of  sins  and
purgatory are two examples. Secondly, the issue of canonicity
itself is reflected in the debate. Does the church, through
the  power  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  recognize  what  is  already
canonical, or does the church make a text canonical by its
declarations?

As believers who have called upon the saving work of Jesus



Christ as our only hope for salvation, we all want to know
what is from God and what is from man. The remainder of this
article  will  defend  the  traditional  Protestant  position
against the inclusion of the Apocrypha as inspired canon.

The Jewish Canon
As we are considering the debate over the canonicity of the
Old  Testament  Apocrypha  or  what  has  been  called  the
“Septuagint  plus,”  we  will  first  look  at  evidence  that
Alexandrian Jews accepted what has been called a wider canon.

As  mentioned  previously,  Jews  in  Alexandria,  Egypt,  began
translating  the  Hebrew  Old  Testament  into  Greek  (the
Septuagint)  hundreds  of  years  before  Christ.  Because  the
earliest complete manuscripts we have of this version of the
OT includes extra books called the Apocrypha, many believe
that these books should be considered part of the OT canon
even though they are not found in the Hebrew OT. In effect,
some argue that we have two OT canons, the Hebrew canon of
twenty-two books, often called the Palestinian canon, and the
larger Greek or Alexandrian canon that includes the Apocrypha.

F. F. Bruce states there is no evidence that the Jews (neither
Hebrew nor Greek speaking) ever accepted a wider canon than
the twenty-two books of the Hebrew OT. He argues that when the
Christian community took over the Greek OT they added the
Apocrypha to it and “gave some measure of scriptural status to
them also.”{2}

Gleason Archer makes the point that other Jewish translations
of the OT did not include the Apocryphal books. The Targums,
the  Aramaic  translation  of  the  OT,  did  not  include  them;
neither did the earliest versions of the Syriac translation
called the Peshitta. Only one Jewish translation, the Greek
(Septuagint), and those translations later derived from it
(the Italia, the Coptic, Ethiopic, and later Syriac) contained
the Apocrypha.{3}



Even the respected Greek Jewish scholar Philo of Alexandria
never quotes from the Apocrypha. One would think that if the
Greek Jews had accepted the additional books, they would have
used  them  as  part  of  the  canon.  Josephus,  who  used  the
Septuagint and made references to 1 Esdras and 1 Maccabees
writing about 90 A.D. states that the canon was closed in the
time of Artaxerxes I whose reign ended in 423 B.C.{4} It is
also important to note that Aquila’s Greek version of the OT
made about 128 A.D., which was adopted by the Alexandrian
Jews, did not include the Apocrypha.

Advocates of the Apocrypha argue that it does not matter if
the Jews ever accepted the extra books since they rejected
Jesus as well. They contend that the only important opinion is
that of the early church. However, even the Christian era
copies of the Greek Septuagint differ in their selection of
included books. The three oldest complete copies we have of
the  Greek  OT  include  different  additional  books.  Codex
Vaticanus (4th century) omits 1 and 2 Maccabees, which is
canonical according to the Roman Catholic Church, and includes
1 Esdras, which they reject. Codex Sinaiticus (4th century)
leaves out Baruch. which is supposed to be canonical, but
includes 4 Maccabees, which they reject. Codex Alexandrinus
(5th century) includes three non-canonical Apocryphal books, 1
Esdras and 3 and 4 Maccabees.{5} All of this points to the
fact that although these books were included in these early
Bibles, this alone does not guarantee their status as canon.

Although some may find it unimportant that the Jews rejected
the inspiration and canonicity of the Apocrypha, Paul argues
in Romans that the Jews have been entrusted with the “very
words of God.”{6} And as we will see, the early church was not
unanimous regarding the appropriate use of the Apocrypha. But
first, let’s consider how Jesus and the apostles viewed the
Apocrypha.



Jesus and the Apostles
Those who support the canonicity of the Apocrypha argue that
both Jesus and his followers were familiar with the Greek OT
called  the  Septuagint.  They  also  argue  that  when  the  New
Testament  writers  quote  Old  Testament  passages,  they  are
quoting from the Greek OT. Since the Septuagint included the
additional books of the Apocrypha, Jesus and the apostles must
have accepted the Apocrypha as inspired scripture. In other
words, the acceptance of the Septuagint indicates acceptance
of the Apocrypha as well. Finally, they contend that the New
Testament  is  full  of  references  to  material  found  in  the
Apocrypha, further establishing its canonicity. A number of
objections have been raised to these arguments.

First,  the  claim  that  the  Septuagint  of  apostolic  times
included the Apocrypha is not certain. As we noted previously,
the earliest manuscripts we have of the entire Septuagint are
from the 4th century. If Jesus used the Septuagint, it may or
may not have included the extra books. Also remember that
although the 4th century copies do include the Apocryphal
books, none include the same list of books. Second, F. F.
Bruce argues that instead of using the Septuagint, which was
probably  available  at  the  time,  Jesus  and  his  disciples
actually  used  the  Hebrew  text  during  His  ministry.  Bruce
writes, “When Jesus was about to read the second lesson in the
Nazareth synagogue . . . it was most probably a Hebrew scroll
that he received.”{7} It was later, as the early church formed
and the gospel was carried to the Greek-speaking world, that
the  Septuagint  became  the  text  often  used  by  the  growing
church.

Bruce agrees that all the writers of the New Testament made
use of the Septuagint. However, none of them gives us an exact
list of what the canonical books are. While it is possible
that New Testament writers like Paul allude to works in the
Apocrypha, that alone does not give those works scriptural



status. The problem for those advocating a wider canon is that
the New Testament writers allude to, or even quote many works
that no one claims to be inspired. For instance, Paul may be
thinking of the book of Wisdom when he wrote the first few
chapters of Romans. But what of the much clearer reference in
Jude 14 to 1 Enoch 1:9, which no one claims to be inspired?
How about the possible use of a work called the Assumption of
Moses that appears to be referenced in Jude 9? Should this
work  also  be  part  of  the  canon?  Then  there  is  Paul’s
occasional use of Greek authors to make a point. In Acts 17
Paul  quotes  line  five  from  Aratus’  Phaenomena,  and  in  1
Corinthians he quotes from Menander’s comedy, Thais. No one
claims that these works are inspired.

Recognizing  the  fact  that  the  Septuagint  was  probably
available to both Jesus and his disciples, it becomes even
more remarkable that there are no direct quotes from any of
the Apocryphal books being championed for canonicity. Jesus
makes clear reference to all but four Old Testament books from
the  Hebrew  canon,  but  he  never  directly  refers  to  the
apocryphal  books.

The Church Fathers
Those who support the canonicity of the Apocrypha argue that
the early church Fathers accepted the books as Scripture. In
reality, their support is anything but unanimous. Although
many of the church Fathers held the books in high esteem, they
often refused to include them in their list of inspired books.

In the Eastern Church, the home of the Septuagint, one would
expect to find unanimous support for the canonicity of the
“Septuagint plus,” the Greek OT and the Apocrypha among the
early Fathers. However, such is not the case. Although the
well-known Justin Martyr rejected the Hebrew OT, accusing it
of attempting to hide references to Christ, many others in the
East accepted the Hebrew canon’s shorter list of authoritative
books. Melito of Sardis, the Bishop of Sardis in 170 A.D.,



listed the OT books in a letter to a friend. His list was
identical  to  the  Hebrew  canon  except  for  Esther.  Another
manuscript, written about the same time as Melito’s by the
Greek patriarchate in Jerusalem, listed the twenty- four (see
footnote on how the books were counted) books of the Hebrew OT
as the canon.{8}

Origen, who is considered to be the greatest Bible scholar
among the Greek Fathers, limited the accepted OT scriptures to
the twenty-four books of the Hebrew canon. Although he defends
the use of such books as the History of Susanna, he rejects
their canonicity. Both Athanasius and Gregory of Nazianzus
limited the OT canon to the books of the Hebrew tradition.
Athanasius,  the  defender  of  the  Trinitarian  view  at  the
Council of Nicea, wrote in his thirty-ninth festal letter
(which announced the date of Easter in 367) of his concern
about the introduction of “apocryphal” works into the list of
holy scripture. Although he agreed that there are other books
“to be read to those who are recent converts to our company
and wish to be instructed in the word of true religion,” his
list of OT agrees with the Hebrew canon. Gregory of Nazianzus
is known for arranging the books of the Bible in verse form
for memorization. He did not include the “Septuagint plus”
books in his list. Eventually, in the 1600’s, the Eastern
Church did officially accept the Septuagint with its extra
books as canon, along with its claim that the Septuagint is
the divinely inspired version of the OT.

In the Latin West, Tertullian was typical of church leaders up
until Jerome. Tertullian accepted the entire “Septuagint plus”
as canon and was willing to open the list even wider. He
wanted to include 1 Enoch because of its mention in Jude. He
also argued for the divine nature of the Sibylline Oracles as
a parallel revelation to the Bible.{9}

However, Jerome is a pivotal person for understanding the
relationship between the early church and the OT canon. Having
mastered both Greek and eventually Hebrew, Jerome realized



that the only satisfactory way to translate the OT is to
abandon the Septuagint and work from the original Hebrew.
Eventually, he separated the Apocryphal books from the rest of
the  Hebrew  OT  saying  that  “Whatever  falls  outside  these
(Hebrew texts) . . . are not in the canon.”{10} He added that
the  books  may  be  read  for  edification,  but  not  for
ecclesiastical  dogmas.

Although Augustine included the “Septuagint plus” books in his
list  of  the  canon,  he  didn’t  know  Hebrew.  Jerome  later
convinced him of the inspired nature of the Hebrew OT, but
Augustine never dropped his support for the Apocrypha. The
early church Fathers were anything but unanimous in their
support for the inspiration of the Apocrypha.

The Question of Canonicity
The relationship between the church and the Bible is a complex
one.  The  question  of  canonicity  is  often  framed  in  an
either/or  setting.  Either  the  infallible  Roman  Catholic
Church, having absolute authority, decides the issue, or we
have  absolute  chaos  with  no  possible  guidance  whatsoever
regarding the limits of what is inspired and what isn’t.

In a recent meeting of Catholics, Protestants, and Eastern
Orthodox  theologians  called  the  Rose  Hill  conference,
evangelical theologian Harold O. J. Brown asks that we hold a
dynamic view of this relationship between the church and the
Bible.  He  notes  that  Catholics  have  argued  “that  the
church–the Catholic Church–gave us the Bible and that church
authority  authenticates  it.”{11}  Protestants  have  responded
with the view that “Scripture creates the church, which is
built on the foundation of the prophets and apostles.”{12}
However, he admits that there is no way to make the New
Testament  older  than  the  church.  Does  this  leave  us  then
bowing to church authority only? Brown doesn’t think so. He
writes,  “[I]t  is  the  work  of  the  Spirit  that  makes  the
Scripture  divinely  authoritative  and  preserves  them  from



error. In addition the Holy Spirit was active in the early
congregations and councils, enabling them to recognize the
right Scriptures as God’s Word.” He adds that even though the
completed canon is younger than the church, it is not in
captivity to the church. Instead, “it is the ‘norm that norms’
the church’s teaching and life.”{13}

Many Catholics argue that the additional books found in the
Apocrypha (Septuagint plus) which they call the deutero-canon,
were universally held by the early church to be canonical.
This  is  a  considerable  overstatement.  However,  Protestants
have acted as if these books never existed or played any role
whatsoever  in  the  early  church.  This  too  is  an  extreme
position. Although many of the early church fathers recognized
a  distinction  between  the  Apocryphal  books  and  inspired
Scripture,  they  universally  held  them  in  high  regard.
Protestants who are serious students of their faith cannot
ignore this material if they hope to understand the early
church or the thinking of its earliest theologians.

On the issue of canonicity, of the Old Testament or the New,
Norman  Geisler  lists  the  principles  that  outline  the
Protestant  perspective.  Put  in  the  form  of  a  series  of
questions he asks, “Was the book written by a spokesperson for
God, who was confirmed by an act of God, who told the truth in
the power of God, and was accepted by the people of God?”{14}
If these can be answered in the affirmative, especially the
first question, the book was usually immediately recognized as
inspired  and  included  in  the  canon.  The  Old  Testament
Apocrypha lacks many of these characteristics. None of the
books  claim  to  be  written  by  a  prophet  and  Maccabees
specifically  denies  being  prophetic.{15}  Others  contain
extensive factual errors.{16} Most importantly, many in the
early church including Melito of Sardis, Origen, Athanasius,
Gregory of Nazianzus, and Jerome rejected the canonicity of
the  Apocrypha,  although  retaining  high  regards  for  its
devotional and inspirational value.



A final irony in this matter is the fact that even Cardinal
Cajetan, who opposed Luther at Augsburg in 1518, published a
Commentary on All the Authentic Historical Books of the Old
Testament  (1532)  in  which  he  did  not  include  the
Apocrypha.{17}
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The Jesus Seminar
Jimmy Williams provides analysis of the Jesus Seminar findings
in light of five critical
areas:  Identify  purpose  of   the  Jesus  Fellows,
Presuppositisms,  Canonical  Gospels,  Chronology  and
Christological  differences.

Introduction
• “Jesus did not ask us to believe that his death was a blood
sacrifice, that he was going to die for our sins.”

• “Jesus did not ask us to believe that he was the messiah.
He certainly never suggested that he was the second person of
the trinity. In fact, he rarely referred to himself at all.”

• “Jesus did not call upon people to repent, or fast, or
observe the sabbath. He did not threaten with hell or promise
heaven.”

• “Jesus did not ask us to believe that he would be raised
from the dead.”

• “Jesus did not ask us to believe that he was born of a
virgin.”

• “Jesus did not regard scripture as infallible or even
inspired.”

So says Robert W. Funk, Architect and Founder of the Jesus
Seminar, in a Keynote Address to the Jesus Seminar Fellows in
the spring of 1994.(1) The Jesus Seminar has been receiving
extensive  coverage  lately  in  such  periodicals  as  Time,
Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report, as well as on network
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television.

Biographical

The Jesus Seminar Fellows
The Jesus Seminar is a group of New Testament scholars who
have been meeting periodically since 1985. The initial two
hundred has now dwindled to about seventy-four active members.
They initially focused on the sayings of Jesus within the four
Gospels to determine the probability of His actually having
said the things attributed to Him in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John. Each scholar offered his/her opinion on each “Jesus”
statement by voting with different colored beads:

• Red: Jesus undoubtedly said this or something very like it.

• Pink: Jesus probably or might have said something like
this.

• Gray: Jesus did not say this, but the ideas are close to
His own.

• Black: Jesus did not say this; it represents a later
tradition.

Their  voting  conclusions:  Over  80%  of  the  statements
attributed to Jesus in the Gospels are, by voting consensus,
either gray or black. This means that only 20% of Jesus’
statements are likely to have been spoken by Him. The other
80% are most assuredly, they say, unlikely to have ever been
uttered by Jesus.

Their conclusions were published in 1993 in a book entitled
The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus.
The primary author of the book, Robert W. Funk, also the
Founder and Chair of the Jesus Seminar, crafted the results of
their  deliberations  in  a  slick,  color-coded  format  with
charts,  graphics,  appendices,  and  copious  footnotes.  (The



Gospel of Thomas is to be included with the traditional four
gospels, they say.)

Who are these scholars, and what are their credentials? Robert
W.  Funk,  former  professor  of  the  New  Testament  at  the
University of Montana is the most prominent leader. He is
joined by two other major contributors, John Dominic Crossan,
of DePaul University, Chicago, who has authored several books
including The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean
Jewish Peasant, The Essential Jesus, Jesus: A Revolutionary
Biography, and Marcus Borg of Oregon State University, also
the author of several books including: Jesus: A New Vision and
Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time: The Historical Jesus
and the Heart of Contemporary Faith.

Of the remaining active participants, only fourteen are well-
known scholars in New Testament studies. Another twenty are
recognizable within the narrow confines of the discipline, but
they are not widely published beyond a few journal articles or
dissertations. The remaining forty are virtually unknowns, and
most of them are either at Harvard, Vanderbilt, or Claremont
College, three universities widely considered among the most
liberal in the field.

The public, exposed by the mass of publicity and attention
given to the Jesus Seminar by the media has been inclined to
assume  that  the  theories  of  these  scholars  represent  the
“cutting  edge,”  the  mainstream  of  current  New  Testament
thought. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Nearly  all  of  these  scholars  are  American.  European
scholarship is nearly non-existent and, that being the case,
it would be inaccurate, if not deceiving for the Jesus Seminar
participants  to  present  themselves,  their  work,  and  their
conclusions as a broad, representative consensus of worldwide
New Testament scholarship.

While the media and the general public may tend to be gullible



and  naive  about  the  authority  and  findings  of  the  Jesus
Seminar, Christians need not be intimidated.

Philosophical
Why is this movement important? Should Christians be concerned
with this? Haven’t the gospel traditions had their skeptics
and critics for centuries? What is different about the Jesus
Seminar?

Scholars since the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century
have questioned such things as the miracles, the prophecies,
and the extraordinary claims of Christ in the Gospels.

Beginning in Germany, a separation began to occur between the
“Jesus of History” and the “Christ of Faith”; that is, it came
to be popularly believed that a man named Jesus really lived,
but that fantastic myths grew up around Him and about His
powers and claims, and thus He became for many the “Christ of
Faith” in story, symbol, and worship. Scholars promoting this
separation  conclude  that  biblical  history  is  not  what  is
important; but rather, one’s personal experience, one’s search
for  meaning  and  timeless  truths.  Those  are  of  primary
importance  to  an  individual.

The Jesus Seminar stands in this tradition. But what is most
significant about their work is that it has widened the circle
of  awareness  (i.e.,  the  general  public)  to  New  Testament
studies and criticism, and a focus upon issues which up until
now have been primarily restricted to academic discussions
among New Testament scholars.

This group has brought into question the very authenticity and
validity  of  the  gospels  which  lie  at  the  center  of
Christianity’s credibility. If what the Jesus Seminar espouses
is  historically  accurate,  the  sooner  the  naive  Christian
community can be educated to these facts the better, according
to these scholars.



A major presupposition of the Jesus Seminar, therefore, is
philosophical  naturalistic  worldview  which  categorically
denies the supernatural. Therefore they say one must be wary
of the following in the Gospels:

• Prophetic statements. Predictions by Jesus of such things
as the destruction of the Temple, or of Jerusalem, or His own
resurrection are later literary additions or interpolations.
How do we know this? Because no one can predict the future.
So they MUST have been added later by zealous followers.

• Miracles. Since miracles are not possible, every recorded
miracle in the Gospels must be a later elaboration by an
admiring disciple or follower, or must be explained on the
basis of some physical or natural cause (i.e., the Feeding of
the 5,000: Jesus gave the signal, and all those present
reached beneath their cloaks, pulled out their own “sack
lunches,” and ate together!).

• Claims of Jesus. Christ claimed to be God, Savior, Messiah,
Judge, Forgiver of sin, sacrificial Lamb of God, etc. All of
these, say the Jesus Fellows, are the later work of His
devoted followers. The historical Jesus never claimed these
things for Himself, as Funk infers in his above-mentioned
statements. Reality isn’t like this. It couldn’t be true.

Therefore the Jesus Fellows assert that the Gospels could not
have been written by eyewitnesses in the mid-first century. On
the  basis  of  this  philosophical  presupposition,  the  Jesus
Seminar considers itself personally and collectively free to
select  or  discard  any  statement  of  the  Gospels  which  is
philosophically repugnant.

There is nothing new about this approach in New Testament
scholarship. Thomas Jefferson, a great American patriot and
president did the same thing in the late 1700s with almost
identical results. He admired Jesus as a moral man, but like
the  Jesus  Fellows,  he  assumed  all  supernatural  and



extraordinary  elements  in  the  Gospels  were  unreliable  and
could not be true. With scissors and paste, Jefferson cut out
of the Gospels any and everything which contravened the laws
of nature and his own reason.

When he had finished his project, only 82 columns of the four
Gospels out of his King James Bible remained from an original
700. The other nine-tenths lay on the cutting room floor.
Jefferson entitled his creation The Life and Morals of Jesus,
and his book ended with the words, “There laid they Jesus . .
. and rolled a great stone to the door of the sepulcher and
departed.”(2)

Jefferson and the Jesus Fellows, like all skeptics, prefer
their own reason and biases over the possibility that the
Gospels  are  accurate  in  what  they  say  about  miracles,
prophecy, and the claims of Christ. They are like the man who
visited the psychiatrist and informed him of a grave problem:
“I think I’m dead!” The psychiatrist said, “That is a serious
problem. May I ask you a question? Do you believe that dead
men bleed?” The man quickly answered, “Of course not. Dead men
don’t bleed.” The psychiatrist reached forward, and taking a
hat pin, he pricked the man’s finger. The man looked down at
his bleeding finger and exclaimed, “Well, what do you know!
Dead men bleed after all!”

Canonical
The Jesus Fellows, on the basis of their naturalistic bias,
conclude that at least the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark,
Luke) could not have been written at the time tradition and
many New Testament scholars assume they were. The “Priority of
Mark”  as  the  earliest  gospel  written  has  strong  (but  not
universal) support. And yet Mark 13 records Jesus’ prediction
of  the  destruction  of  the  temple,  something  that  did  not
actually occur until A.D. 70.

Since the Jesus Fellows do not believe prophecy is possible,



they judge Mark, the “earliest” of the Gospels, to have been
written after the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem in
A.D. 70 by the Romans. If Mark was written in the early 70s,
still later dates are then required for Matthew and Luke, to
say nothing of the Book of Acts which must follow them with an
even later date.

Now, this gives the Jesus Scholars a “window” of about 40
years from the time of Jesus’ death (a A.D. 32.) to the fall
of Jerusalem (A.D. 70) to look for earlier sources devoid of
miracles and extraordinary claims. They think they have found
two such primary sources which fit their assumptions. The
first of these is the “Q” source, or “Quelle.”

Synoptics/Quelle
It has long been observed that Matthew, Mark, and Luke must
have had some kind of symbiotic relationship, as if they were
aware of one another, or used the same sources, or some of the
same sources. The prevailing theory is that Mark (the shortest
of the three) was written first, and was later substantially
incorporated into both Matthew and Luke. There is a high, but
not total agreement, in the parallel accounts of Matthew and
Luke where the two reflect the book of Mark.

But Matthew and Luke have additional material, some 250 verses
(i.e.,  the  Christmas  stories,  greater  elaboration  on  the
resurrection events, etc.). And there are some verses which
are common to both Matthew and Luke, but not found in Mark.
Thus many scholars conclude there was some other document or
source available to Matthew and Luke which explains why they
contain these additional 250 verses along with the corpus of
Mark. The scholars have designated this material as “Q,” or
“Quelle,” which is the German word for “Source.” Outside of
the Synoptic gospels, there is no written documentary evidence
to substantiate Quelle.

A number of New Testament scholars thus claim that Quelle must



have  been  an  early,  written  document  which  preceded  the
writing of the Synoptic gospels and was incorporated into
them. And they claim that in these 250 verses we only find a
very “normal, human” Jesus who is more likely to have been the
historical man.

The Gospel of Thomas
The second source given high priority and preference by the
Jesus Seminar Fellows is the Gospel of Thomas. In fact, they
value it so highly they have placed it alongside the four
traditional ones, giving it equal, if not superior, value and
historical authenticity.

A complete copy of The Gospel of Thomas was discovered in the
1940s  at  an  Egyptian  site  called  Nag  Hammadi,  where
archaeologists  found  an  entire  library  of  ancient  texts
including the Gospel of Thomas. It was dated around A.D. 400
and written in Coptic, the language of the ancient Egyptian
church. This astonishing cache consisted of early Christian
and Gnostic texts.

This Gospel of Thomas has now been studied for forty years,
and the overwhelming conclusion of scholars worldwide has been
that the document carries many of the identifying marks of a
Gnostic literary genre, from a sect prominent in Egypt and the
Nile Valley during the second, third, and fourth centuries.

It has been almost universally assumed that the parallels in
Thomas to the New Testament Gospels and epistles were copied
or paraphrased (not the reverse, as the Jesus Fellows claim)
to suit Gnostic purposes, teachings which were opposed to all
ideas about a supernatural God in the flesh Who could perform
miracles,  forgive  sin,  and  rise  from  the  dead.  The  Jesus
Seminar Scholars have fit Thomas nicely together with “Q” to
frame an historical portrait of Jesus based primarily upon
these two sources.



The Jesus Scholars have declared that the Gospel of Thomas and
the  Q  Source  were  written  within  the  forty  years  between
Jesus’ death and the fall of Jerusalem, pushing forward the
writing of the four canonical gospels (a necessity on their
part  to  uphold  their  theory)  to  very  late  in  the  first
century.

Chronological
Apart  from  completely  ignoring  Paul’s  epistles  which  were
written between A.D. 45 and his martyrdom at the hands of Nero
in A.D. 68, the Jesus Fellows have a critical problem in
fitting their theory into first century chronology.

In the last chapter of the Book of Acts (28), Luke leaves us
with the impression that Paul is in Rome, and still alive.
Tradition tells us he died in A.D. 68. In Acts, Luke shows
keen awareness of people, places and contemporary events, both
within and without the church. And he records the martyrdoms
of both Stephen and James. It is highly unlikely, if the
deaths of Paul and Peter and the fall of Jerusalem (A.D. 70)
had already occurred when Luke wrote the Acts of the Apostles,
that  he  would  have  failed  to  record  these  most  important
events.

New Testament scholars are in strong agreement that whoever
wrote Acts also wrote the Gospel of Luke two volumes by one
author, both addressed to a man named “Theophilus.” And since
Luke is supposed to have incorporated Mark and the Q Source
material into the writing of his own Gospel, and Acts was
written after Luke, but before Paul’s death (A.D. 68) and the
fall of Jerusalem (A.D. 70), then Mark and Quelle must have
been written by the mid 60s. The same difficulty in Luke
exists with Mark, who is said to have written his gospel with
Peter as his source, Peter having been martyred in Rome about
the same time as Paul.

It is highly unlikely that these two obscure sources, Quelle



and  the  Gospel  of  Thomas,  could  have  been  circulating
throughout the Christian community and having such impact that
they overshadowed what Paul was at the very same time saying
about Jesus in all of his epistles.

Real church history is not kind to the Jesus Fellows at this
point. The church did not first flourish in the Nile Valley
and spread elsewhere. The clear pattern of expansion from both
biblical and the earliest patristic writings is from Jerusalem
to Antioch, Asia Minor, Greece, and finally Rome. Ironically,
the earliest of the Church Fathers, Clement of Rome (ca. A.D.
30 to ca. A.D. 100) writes from Rome at the end of the first
century an epistle to the Corinthians (1 Clement) which is
considered to be the oldest extant letter after the writings
of the Apostles. It had such stature in the early church that
it was initially considered by some to be a part of the Canon.
All the other early church fathers (2nd century) are scattered
around in cities within the areas mentioned above, with the
exception of Clement of Alexandria (c. A.D. 150 to c. A.D.
215) who reflects some Gnostic ideas in his teachings.

The more traditional and accepted chronology for the documents
under consideration is as follows:

Dating/chronology of First Century Authorship
(All dates are A.D.)

Uncontested:
End of First Century: 100
Fall of Jerusalem: 70
Martyrdom of Paul and Peter: 68
Epistles of Paul: 45-68
Some Oral Tradition: 32-70
Crucifixion of Jesus: 32

Traditional:(3)
Clement of Rome: 96
Revelation (John): 96



Epistles of John: 90-94
Gospel of John: 85-90
Acts of Apostles: 66-68
Matthew & Luke: 64-66
Gospel of Mark: 64-65

Jesus Seminar:(4)
Gospel of John: 85-90
Acts of Apostles: 80-100
Gospel of Luke: 80-100
Gospel of Matthew: 80-90
Gospel of Mark: 70-80
Gospel of Thomas: 70-100

In comparing the two chronologies, it appears there simply is
not enough time for the simple Jesus of history to evolve into
the Christ of faith. Myths and legends need time to develop.
There is none available in the first century to accommodate
the Jesus Seminar’s theory.

Christological
On the basis of the Gospel of Thomas and Quelle, the Jesus
Fellows believe the historical Jesus was simply a sage, a
spinner of one- liners, a teller of parables, an effective
preacher. This is what He was historically according to these
scholars. The “high Christology” (supernatural phenomena, the
messianic claims, the miracles, the substitutionary atonement,
the resurrection) all came as a result of a persecuted church
community which needed a more powerful God for encouragement
and worship. His suffering, ardent followers are responsible
for these embellishments which created the “Christ of Faith.”
The real Jesus was a winsome, bright, articulate peasant, sort
of like Will Rogers.

Various other portraits of Jesus have proliferated among the
Jesus Fellows, suggesting that he was a religious genius, a
social revolutionary, an eschatological prophet. He was all of



these things, we would say, but offer that He was something
more.

The Jesus Seminar assumes a “low christology” (Jesus as a
peasant sage) preceded the “high christology” created later by
the church. Is there anything that would suggest otherwise?

The Epistles of Paul
The  Apostle  Paul  conducted  his  church-planting  ministry
between approximately 40 to the time of his death, A.D. 68. It
was also during this time that he wrote all of his epistles.
While some New Testament scholars question the authenticity of
Paul’s authorship of a number of these epistles, virtually
all,  even  the  most  liberal,  will  accept  Romans,  1  and  2
Corinthians, and Galatians as genuinely Pauline.

What kind of “Christology” do we find in these epistles? A
high christology. The Jesus Seminar is asking us to believe
that at the very same time the Gospel of Thomas and the Q
source were alleged to have been written portraying Jesus as a
wise, peasant sage, Paul was planting churches across the
Mediterranean  world  and  ascribing  to  Jesus  the  same  high
christology found later in the four gospels!

The Jerusalem Council recorded in Acts 15 clearly indicates
that Paul was aware of and connected to Jerusalem and its
church leadership (Peter and James). After the Council Paul
and  Barnabas  were  given  the  express  task  of  taking  and
distributing  to  the  churches  a  written  document  of  the
Council’s  instructions  about  how  Gentiles  were  to  be
incorporated  into  the  church.

The Jesus Seminar simply chooses to ignore this mass of clear,
Pauline evidence almost universally accepted by New Testament
scholars. The notion that a high christology (the Gospels and
the epistles) evolved from a low christology (the Gospel of
Thomas, Quelle) is unsupportable.



Jesus the Sage
If we accept the Jesus Seminar notion that the historical
Jesus was a simple peasant later revered and deified, with
what are we left? Jesus is so stripped down that He becomes
the  “Christian  dummy”  of  the  first  century  church!  The
community is more brilliant than the leader! Even Renan, the
French skeptic said, “It would take a Jesus to forge a Jesus.”
Further,  if  Jesus  was  such  a  “regular  guy,”  why  was  He
crucified?  Crucifixion  by  the  Romans  was  used  only  for
deviants,  malcontents,  and  political  revolutionaries  (like
Barabbas). What did this simple peasant do to create such a
stir that He would suffer such a death?

The Jesus Seminar portrayal of Jesus simply cannot explain the
explosion of Christianity in the first and second centuries.
With  their  view  of  Christ,  they  cannot  create  a  cause
monumental  enough  to  explain  the  documented,  historical
effects that even they must accept.
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