The Self-Understanding of
Jesus

Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines some sayings and deeds of Jesus,
accepted by many critical scholars as historically authentic,
to see what they imply about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Scholars

You might be surprised to learn that today many New Testament
scholars don’t believe that the historical Jesus ever claimed
to be the Son of God, the Lord, or even the Messiah.{1} But if
that’'s the case, how do they explain the presence of such
claims in the Gospels? They believe the Gospel writers put
them there! The actual Jesus of history never made such
exalted claims for himself. It was the early church that
started all that business.

Is this true? What are we to make of all this?
Let’s begin with a deceptively simple question: How did the
early church come to believe in-and even worship—Jesus as both
Lord and Messiah, if he never actually claimed such titles for
himself? Just think for a moment about how strange this would
be. Jesus’ earliest followers were Jews. They firmly believed
that there is only one God. And yet, shortly after his
crucifixion, they began worshiping Jesus as God! As Dr.
William Lane Craig asks, “How does one explain this worship by
monotheistic Jews of one of their countrymen as God incarnate,
apart from the claims of Jesus himself?”{2} In other words, if
Jesus never made such exalted claims for himself, then why
would his earliest followers do so? After all, on the surface
such claims not only seem blasphemous, they also appear to
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contradict the deeply held Jewish conviction that there 1is
only one God.

But there’s another 1issue that needs to be considered.
Although many critical scholars don’t believe that Jesus ever
made such radical personal claims, nevertheless, they do
believe that he said and did things that seem to imply that he
had a very high view of himself. In other words, while they
might deny that Jesus ever explicitly claimed to be Israel’s
Messiah, or Lord, they acknowledge that he said and did things
which, when you get right down to it, seem to imply that
that’'s precisely who he believed himself to be! If this 1is
correct, if Jesus really believed himself to be both Israel’s
Messiah and Lord, then notice that we are brought back once
again to that old dilemma of traditional apologetics.{3} Jesus
was either deceived in this belief, suffering from something
akin to delusions of grandeur. Or he was a fraud, willfully
trying to deceive others. Or he really was who he believed
himself to be-Messiah, Lord, and Son of God.

In the remainder of this article, we’ll examine some of the
sayings and deeds of Jesus that even many critical scholars
accept as historically authentic to see what they might tell
us about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Twelve

Today, even most critical scholars agree that Jesus probably
chose a core group of twelve disciples just as the Gospels say
he did. In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman refers to this event as “one
of the best-attested traditions of our surviving sources
."{4} Now you might be thinking that this sounds like a rather
insignificant detail. What can this possibly tell us about the
self-understanding of Jesus? Does his choice of twelve
disciples give us any insight into what he believed about
himself?



Let’s begin with a little background information. E. P.
Sanders, in his highly acclaimed book, Jesus and Judaism,
observes that “. . . in the first century Jewish hopes for the
future would have included the restoration of the twelve
tribes of Israel.”{5} Now this hope was based on nothing less
than God’'s prophetic revelation in the Hebrew Bible. Sometimes
the primary agent effecting this restoration is said to be the
Lord (e.g. Isa. 11:11-12; Mic. 2:12). At other times it’s a
Messianic figure who 1is clearly a human being (e.g. Isa.
49:5-6). Interestingly, however, still other passages describe
this Messianic figure as having divine attributes, or as being
closely associated with the Lord in some way (e.g. cp. Mic.
2:13 with 5:2-4). But why is this important? And what does it
have to do with Jesus’ choice of twelve disciples?

Many New Testament scholars view Jesus’ choice of twelve
disciples as symbolic of the promised restoration of the
twelve tribes of Israel. The restoration of Israel is thus
seen to be one of the goals or objectives of Jesus’ ministry.
As Richard Horsley observes, “One of the principal indications
that Jesus intended the restoration of Israel was his
appointment of the Twelve.”{6} But if one of Jesus’
consciously chosen aims was the restoration of Israel, then
what does this imply about who he believed himself to be?
After all, the 0ld Testament prophets attribute this
restoration either to the Lord or to a Messianic figure
possessing both divine and human attributes.

Might Jesus have viewed himself in such exalted terms? Some
scholars believe that he did. Dr. Ben Witherington poses an
interesting question: “If the Twelve represent a renewed
Israel, where does Jesus fit in?” He's not one of the Twelve.
“He’'s not just part of Israel, not merely part of the redeemed
group, he's forming the group—just as God in the 0ld Testament
formed his people and set up the twelve tribes of Israel.”{7}
Witherington argues that this is an dimportant clue 1in
uncovering what Jesus thought of himself. If he’s right, then



Jesus may indeed have thought of himself as Israel’s Messiah
and Lord!

Jesus and the Law

What was Jesus’ attitude toward the Law of Moses? Some
scholars say that Jesus was a law-abiding Jew who “broke
neither with the written Law nor with the traditions of the
Pharisees.” {8} Others say the issue is more complex. Ben
Witherington observes that Jesus related to the Law in a
variety of ways.{9} Sometimes he affirmed the validity of
particular Mosaic commandments (e.g. Matt. 19:18-19). At other
times he went beyond Moses and intensified some of the
commandments. In the Sermon on the Mount he declared, “You
have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has
already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt.
5:27-28). We shouldn’t skip too lightly over a statement like
this. The prohibition against adultery is one of the Ten
Commandments. By wording the statement as he did, Jesus
apparently “equated his own authority with that of the
divinely given Torah.”{10} Indeed, it’'s because of sayings
like this that one Jewish writer complained: “Israel cannot

accept . . . the utterances of a man who speaks in his own
name—not ‘thus saith the Lord,’ but ‘I say unto you.’ This ‘I’
is . . . sufficient to drive Judaism away from the Gentiles

forever.”{11}

But Jesus went further than this! In Mark 7 he declared all
foods “clean” (vv. 14-19). That is, he set aside the dietary
laws found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. To really grasp the
radical nature of Jesus’ declaration one must only remember
that these dietary laws had been given to Israel by God
Himself! But what sort of person believes he has the authority
to set aside the commandments of God? Ben Witherington notes,
“Jesus seems to assume an authority over Torah that no
Pharisee or 0ld Testament prophet assumed-the authority to set



it aside.”{12} And Jacob Neusner, a Jewish scholar, seems to
agree: “Jews believe in the Torah of Moses . . . and that
belief requires faithful Jews to enter a dissent at the
teachings of Jesus, on the grounds that those teachings at
important points contradict the Torah.”{13}

How does this relate to the self-understanding of Jesus? Think
about it this way. What would Jesus have to believe about
himself to seriously think he had the authority to set aside
God’s commandments? Although it may trouble some critical
scholars, the evidence seems to favor the view that Jesus
believed that in some sense he possessed the authority of God
Himself!

Jesus and the Demons

One of the amazing feats attributed to Jesus in the Gospels is
the power of exorcism, the power to cast out demons from human
beings. Although this may sound strange and unscientific to
some modern readers, most critical scholars agree that both
Jesus and his contemporaries at least believed that Jesus had
such power. Of course, this doesn’t mean that the majority of
critical scholars believe that demons actually exist, or that
Jesus actually cast such spirits out of people. Many of them
do not. But they do think there is persuasive historical
evidence for affirming that both Jesus and his contemporaries
believed such things.{14} In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman notes that
“Jesus’ exorcisms are among the best-attested deeds of the
Gospel traditions.”{15} But why is this important? And what
can it possibly tell us about Jesus’ self-understanding?

Most scholars are convinced that the historical Jesus
declared, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God,
then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28).
Prior to making this declaration, the Pharisees had accused
Jesus of casting out demons “by Beelzebub, the ruler of the
demons” (12:24). Jesus responded by pointing out how absurd it



would be for Satan to fight against himself like that (v. 26).
What’'s more, the charge was inconsistent. There were other
Jewish exorcists in Jesus’ day and it was widely believed that
their power came from God. Wouldn’'t it be more reasonable,
then, to conclude that Jesus’ power also came from God?

If so, then notice the startling implications of Jesus’ claim:
“If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom
of God has come upon you."” At the very least, Jesus appears to
be claiming that in himself the kingdom of God is in some
sense a present reality. But his claim may actually be even
more radical. Some scholars have observed that in ancient
Jewish literature the phrase, ‘kingdom of God,’ is sometimes
used as a roundabout way for speaking of God Himself. If Jesus
intended this meaning in the statement we are considering,
then William Lane Craig’s conclusion is fully warranted: “In
claiming that in himself the kingdom of God had already
arrived, as visibly demonstrated by his exorcisms, Jesus was,
in effect, saying that in himself God had drawn near, thus
putting himself in God’'s place.”{16}

It increasingly appears that Jesus thought of himself as much
more than just another teacher or prophet. Even when we limit
ourselves to material accepted as authentic by the majority of
critical scholars, Jesus still seems to unquestionably
communicate his divinity!

Jesus and the Father

In one of the most astonishing declarations of Jesus 1in
Matthew's Gospel he states, “All things have been handed over
to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son, except the
Father; nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and
anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him” (11:27). Many
scholars believe that this verse forms a unit with the two
preceding verses. It's clear from the context that the
“Father” referred to by Jesus is God, for Jesus begins this



section by saying, “I praise Thee, 0 Father, Lord of heaven
and earth” (11:25). So in the verse we are considering, Jesus
claims to be God’'s Son in an absolutely unique sense. He
refers to God as “My Father,” and declares that no one knows
the Father, “except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills
to reveal Him.” Jesus not only claims to be God’s unique Son,
he also claims to have special knowledge of the Father that no
one else can mediate to others!

Because of the radical nature of these claims, it’s hardly
surprising to learn that some critical scholars have denied
that Jesus ever really said this. Nevertheless, other scholars
have offered some very good reasons for embracing the saying’s
authenticity. Dr. William Lane Craig notes that this saying
comes from the hypothetical Q source, a source that both
Matthew and Luke may have used in writing their Gospels. If
that’s true, then the saying is quite early and thus has a
greater likelihood of actually going back to Jesus.
Additionally, “the idea of the mutual knowledge of Father and
Son is a Jewish idea, indicating its origin in a Semitic-
speaking milieu.”{17} Finally, Dr. Ben Witherington notes that
the eminent New Testament scholar Joachim Jeremias showed “how
this saying goes back to an Aramaic original” which “surely
counts in favor of it going back to Jesus.”{18} Aramaic was
probably the language most often used by Jesus and his
disciples. After discussing this saying in some detail,
Witherington concludes, “In the end, all the traditional bases
for judging this saying to be inauthentic no longer will bear
close scrutiny.”{19}

In this brief overview of the self-understanding of Jesus,
I've attempted to show that even when we limit ourselves to
Gospel traditions that are generally considered historically
authentic by a majority of scholars, Jesus still makes
impressive claims to deity. But as Dr. Craig observes, “ :
if Jesus was not who he claimed to be, then he was either a
charlatan or a madman, neither of which 1s plausible.



Therefore, why not accept him as the divine Son of God, just
as the earliest Christians did?”{20}
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Evidence for God’s Existence

Romans chapter 1 says that God has planted evidence of Himself
throughout His creation so we are without excuse. Sue Bohlin
looks at different types of evidence indicating that God
really does exist.

A “Just Right” Universe

There’s so much about the universe, and our world 1in
particular, that we take for granted because it works so well.
But Christian astronomer Dr. Hugh Ross has cited twenty-six
different characteristics about the universe that enable it to
sustain life. And there are thirty-three characteristics about
our galaxy, our solar system, and the planet Earth that are
finely-tuned to allow life to exist.{1l} I do well to make the
meat, potatoes, vegetables, and bread all come out at the same
time for dinner; we’re talking about fifty-nine different
aspects all being kept in perfect balance so the universe
hangs together and we can live in it!

Our Earth, for instance, is perfectly designed for life. It’s
the “just right” size for the atmosphere we need. Its size and
corresponding gravity hold a thin, but not too thin, layer of
gases to protect us and allow us to breathe. When astronaut
John Glenn returned to space, one of the things that struck
him was how thin and fragile our atmosphere is (only 50 miles
above the Earth). If our planet were smaller it couldn’t
support an atmosphere, like on Mercury. If it were larger,
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like Jupiter, the atmosphere would contain free hydrogen,
which is poison for us.{2} Earth is the only planet we know of
that contains an atmosphere that can support human, animal,
and plant life.

The Earth is also placed at a “just right” distance from the
sun and the other planets in our solar system. If we were
closer to the sun, we’'d burn up. If we were farther away, we'd
freeze. Because Earth’s orbit is nearly circular, this
slightly elliptical shape means that we enjoy a quite narrow
range of temperatures, which is important to life. The speed
of Earth’s rotation on its axis, completing one turn every 24
hours, means that the sun warms the planet evenly. Compare our
world to the moon, where there are incredible temperature
variations because it lacks sufficient atmosphere or water to
retain or deflect the sun’s energy.

Speaking of the moon, its important that there is only one
moon, not two or three or none, and it’s the “just right” size
and distance from us. The moon’s gravity impacts the movement
of ocean currents, keeping the water from becoming

stagnant. {3}

Water itself is an important part of a “just right” world.
Plants, animals and human beings are mostly made of water, and
we need it to live. One of the things that makes Earth unique
is the abundance of water in a liquid state.

Water has surface tension. This means that water can move
upward, against gravity, to bring liquid nutrients to the tops
of the tallest plants.

Everything else in the world freezes from the bottom up, but
water freezes from the top down. Everything else contracts
when it freezes, but water expands. This means that in winter,
ponds and rivers and lakes can freeze at the surface, but
allow fish and other marine creatures to live down below.

The fact that we live on a “just right” planet in a “just



right” universe is evidence that it all was created by a
loving God.

The Nagging Itch of “Ought”

As a mother, I was convinced of the existence of a moral God
when my children, without being taught, would complain that
something wasn’t “fair.” Fair? Who taught them about fair? Why
is it that no one ever has to teach children about fairness,
but all parents hear the universal wail of “That’s not fa-a-a-
a-a-air!” The concept of fairness is about an internal
awareness that there’s a certain way that things ought to be.
It’s not limited to three-year-olds who are unhappy that their
older siblings get to stay up later. We see the same thing on
“Save the Whales” bumper stickers. Why should we save the
whales? Because we ought to take care of the world. Why should
we take care of the world? Because we just should, that'’s why.
It’s the right thing to do. There’s that sense of “ought”
again.

Certain values can be found in all human cultures, a belief
that we act certain ways because they’re the right thing to
do. Murdering one'’s own people is wrong, for example. Lying
and cheating 1is wrong. So 1s stealing. Where did this
universal sense of right and wrong come from? If we just
evolved from the apes, and there is nothing except space,
time, and matter, then from where did this moral sense of
right and wrong arise?

A moral sense of right and wrong isn’t connected to our
muscles or bones or blood. Some scientists argue that it comes
from our genes — that belief in morality selects us for
survival and reproduction. But 1if pressed, those same
scientists would assure you that ultimate right and wrong
don’t exist in a measurable way, and it’s only the illusion of
morality that helps us survive. But if one researcher stole
another’s data and published results under his own name, all
the theories about morality as illusion would go right out the



window. I don’t know of any scientist who wouldn’t cry,
“That’s not fair!” Living in the real world is a true antidote
for sophisticated arguments against right and wrong.

Apologist Greg Koukl points out that guilt 1is another
indicator of ultimate right and wrong. “It’'s tied into our
understanding of things that are right and things that are
wrong. We feel gquilty when we think we’ve violated a moral
rule, an “ought.” And that feeling hurts. It doesn’t hurt our
body; it hurts our souls. An ethical violation is not a
physical thing, like a punch in the nose, producing physical
pain. It’'s a soulish injury producing a soulish pain. That'’s
why I call it ethical pain. That’s what gquilt is — ethical

pain.”{4}

The reason all human beings start out with an awareness of
right and wrong, the reason we all yearn for justice and
fairness, is that we are made in the image of God, who 1is just
and right. The reason we feel violated when someone does us
wrong is that a moral law has been broken — and you can’t have
a moral law without a moral law giver. Every time we feel that
old feeling of, “It’'s not fa-a-a-a-a-air!” rising up within
us, it’s a signpost pointing us to the existence of God. He
has left signposts pointing to Himself all over creation.
That’'s why we are without excuse.

Evidence of Design Implies a Designer

If you've ever visited or seen
pictures of Mount Rushmore (South
Dakota USA), you cannot help but
look at the gigantic sculpture of
four presidents’ faces and wonder
at the skill of the sculptor. You
know, without having to be told,
that the natural forces of wind
and rain did not erode the rock
into those shapes. It took the skilled hands of an artist.
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William Paley made a compelling argument years ago that the
intricacies of a watch are so clearly engineered that it
cannot be the product of nature: a watch demands a watchmaker.
In the same way, the more we discover about our world and
ourselves, the more we see that like an expertly-fashioned
watch, our world and we ourselves have been finely crafted
with intentional design. And design implies a designer.

Since we live in our bodies and take so much of our abilities
for granted, it’s understandable that we might miss the
evidence of design within ourselves — much like a fish might
be oblivious to what it means to be wet. Dr. Phillip Bishop at
the University of Alabama, challenges us to consider what
would happen if we commissioned a team of mechanical engineers
to develop a robot that could lift 500 pounds. And let’s say
we also commissioned them to design a robot that could play
Chopin. They could probably do that. But what if we asked them
to come up with a robot that could do both, and limit the
robot’s weight to 250 pounds, and require that it be able to
do a variety of similar tasks? They’d laugh in our faces, no
matter how much time or money we gave them to do it. But you
know, all we’'d be asking them to do is to come up with a very
crude replication of former football player Mike Reid.{5}

Probably the greatest evidence of design in creation is DNA,
the material of which our genes are made, as well as the
genetic material for every living thing on the planet. One of
the startling discoveries about DNA is that it is a highly
complex informational code, so complex that scientists
struggle hard to decipher even the tiniest portions of the
various genes 1in every organism. DNA conveys intelligent
information; in fact, molecular biologists use language terms
— code, translation, transcription — to describe what it does
and how it acts. Communication engineers and information
scientists tell us that you can’t have a code without a code-
maker, so it would seem that DNA is probably the strongest
indicator in our world that there is an intelligent Designer



behind its existence.

Dr. Richard Dawkins, a professor of biology who writes books
and articles praising evolution, said in his book The Blind
Watchmaker, “Biology is the study of complicated things that
give the appearance of having been designed for a purpose.”{6}
Even those who desperately fear the implications of design
keep running into it.

Those who deny the evidence of a designer are a lot like the
foolish fisherman. If he fails to catch a fish, he says, “Aha!
This proves there are no fish!” He doesn’t want to consider
the possibility that it might be he is an inept fisherman.
Since science cannot measure the intangible or the
supernatural, there are many people who say, “Aha! There is no
Creator.”{7} Foolish fishermen deny the evidence that God
exists and has left His fingerprints all over creation.

The Reliability of the Bible

Every religion has its own holy book, but the Bible 1is
different from all the others. It claims to be the very Word
of God, not dropped out of the sky but God-breathed, infused
with God’s power as He communicated His thoughts and intent
through human writers.

The Bible was written over a period of 1500 years, by about
forty different writers, on three different continents. They
addressed a wide variety of subjects, and yet the individual
books of the Bible show a remarkable consistency within
themselves. There is a great deal of diversity within the
Bible, at the same time displaying an amazing unity. It
presents an internally consistent message with one great
theme: God’s love for man and the great lengths to which He
went to demonstrate that love.

If you pick up any city newspaper, you won’'t find the kind of
agreement and harmony in it that 1is the hallmark of the



biblical books. A collection of documents that spans so much
time and distance could not be marked by this unity unless it
was superintended by one Author who was behind it all. The
unity of the Bible is evidence of God’'s existence.

One other aspect of the Bible is probably the greatest
evidence that God exists and that He has spoken to us in His
holy book: fulfilled prophecy. The Bible contains hundreds of
details of history which were written in advance before any of
them came to pass. Only a sovereign God, who knows the future
and can make it happen, can write prophecy that is accurately
and always — eventually — fulfilled.

For example, God spoke through the prophet Ezekiel against the
bustling seaport and trade center of Tyre. In Ezekiel 26:3-6,
He said He would bring nations against her: “They shall
destroy the walls of Tyre and break down her towers; and I
will scrape her soil from her, and make her a bare rock.”
Ezekiel 26-28 has many details of this prophecy against Tyre,
which would be like Billy Graham announcing that God was going
to wipe New York off the map.

Tyre consisted of two parts, a mainland city and an island a
half- mile offshore. The first attack came from the Babylonian
king Nebuchadnezzar, who laid siege to Tyre for thirteen
years. Finally, his battering rams broke through the walls,
and he tore down the city’'s towers. But the island part of the
city wasn’t yet destroyed, because this prophecy was fulfilled
in stages. For 250 years it flourished, until Alexander the
Great set his sights on Tyre. Even without a navy, he was able
to conquer this island city in what some consider his greatest
military exploit. He turned the ruined walls and towers of 0ld
Tyre into rubble, which he used to build a causeway from the
mainland to the island. When he ran out of material, he
scraped the soil from the land to finish the land- bridge,
leaving only barren rocks where the old city used to be. He
fulfilled the prophecy, “They will break down your walls and
destroy your pleasant houses; your stones and timber and soil



they will cast into the midst of the waters”(Ez. 26:12).

Fulfilled prophecy is just one example of how God shows He is
there and He is not silent. How else do we explain the
existence of history written in advance?

Jesus: The Ultimate Evidence

The most astounding thing God has ever done to show His
existence to us is when He passed through the veil between
heaven and earth and came to live among us as a man.

Jesus Christ was far more than just a great moral teacher. He
said things that would be outrageous if they weren’t true, but
He backed them up with even more outrageous signs to prove
they were. Jesus claimed not to speak for God as a prophet,
but to be God in human flesh. He said, “If you’ve seen Me,
you’'ve seen the Father” (John 14:9), and, “The Father and I
are one” (John 10:30). When asked if He was the Messiah, the
promised Savior, He said yes.{8} He told his contemporaries,
“Before Abraham was, I am”(John 8:58). The fact that His
unbelieving listeners decided then to kill Him shows that they
realized He was claiming to be Yahweh, God Almighty.

When Jesus told His followers that He was the Good Shepherd
(John 10:11-18), they would immediately be reminded of a
passage in the book of Ezekiel where Yahweh God pronounced
Himself shepherd over Israel (Ez. 34:1-16). Jesus equated
Himself with God.

But words are cheap, so Jesus backed up His words with
miracles and signs to validate His truth-claims. He healed all
sorts of diseases in people: the blind, the deaf, the
crippled, lepers, epileptics, and even a woman with a twelve-
year hemorrhage. He took authority over the demons that
terrorized and possessed people. He even raised the dead.

Jesus showed His authority over nature, as well. He calmed a
terrible storm with just a word. He created food out of thin



air, with bread and fish left over! He turned water into wine.
He walked on water.

He showed us what God the Father is like; Jesus was God with
skin on. He was loving and sensitive, at the same time strong
and determined. Children and troubled people were drawn to Him
like a magnet, but the arrogant and self-sufficient were
threatened by Him. He drenched people with grace and mercy
while never compromising His holiness and righteousness.

And after living a perfect life, He showed His love to us by
dying in our place on a Roman cross, promising to come back to
life. Who else but God Himself could make a promise like
thatand then fulfill it? The literal, bodily resurrection of
Jesus Christ is the final, greatest proof that there is a God,
that Jesus is God Himself, and that God has entered our world
and showed us the way to heaven so we can be with Him forever.
He said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life; no one comes
to the Father except by Me” (John 14:6).

God exists, and He has spoken. He made a “just right” universe
that is stamped with clues of its Maker. He placed eternity in
our hearts, as Ecclesiastes tells us, and all people have a
strong moral streak because we are made in the image of a
moral God. The evidence of design in our bodies, our world and
the universe is a signpost pointing to a loving, intelligent
Designer behind it all. The unity of the Bible and the
hundreds of fulfilled prophecies in it show the mind of God
behind its creation. And we’ve looked at the way Jesus punched
through the space-time continuum to show us what God looks
like, and opened the doorway to heaven. Jesus is the clearest
evidence of all that God does exist.
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Jesus Christ Superstar

Kanye West vs. John Lennon

“Who do men say that I am?” (Matt 16:16)

In 1966, rock star John Lennon said the Beatles were “more
popular than Jesus.” Lennon made the statement in the context
of his predication about the demise of Christianity;
“Christianity will go,” he said. “It will vanish and shrink. I
needn’t argue about that; I'm right and I will be proved
right. We’re more popular than Jesus now; I don’t know which
will go first, rock ‘n’ roll or Christianity. Jesus was all
right but his disciples were thick and ordinary.” Lennon’s
failed predication about the demise of Christianity, like so
many since the eighteenth century, grossly underestimated the

’
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enormous appeal of Jesus.

Jesus Christ is the most popular figure in history and
everyone wants a piece of him. Recent music artists tend to
disagree with Lennon. The pop diva Kesha sings, “Got Jesus on
my necklace.” Lady Gaga sings, “The three men I'm a serve my
whole life is my Daddy and Nebraska and Jesus Christ.” In his
acclaimed single, “Jesus Walks,” a sort of Hip Hop gospel
song, Kanye West raps and preaches:

I ain’t here to argue about his facial features

Or here to convert atheists into believers

I’'m just trying to say the way school need teachers

The way Kathie Lee needed Regis that’s the way I need Jesus.

It is very reassuring to have Jesus on your team. There is a
principle in marketing called “borrowed authority” where a
spokesman such as an athlete or movie star endorses a product.
Jesus represents the ultimate superstar whose intrinsic
authority is borrowed to support every kind of religious and
social movement. Even the apparent enemies of faith such as
Secular Humanists claim to accept Jesus’ social ethics of
peace and equality. Today cults and religions, Christian and
non-Christian alike, all claim Jesus as their own or as a
great teacher or prophet. Islam claims Jesus as a prophet and
teacher of Islam who preceded Mohammad and predicted his
coming.

The various images of Jesus may error in one of two ways,
either in denying his full deity or neglecting his complete
humanity. The biblical presentation shows Jesus Christ as the
Word of God who became flesh (John 1). He is both Son of God
and Son of Man. Traditional theology calls this the God/man
union. This means Jesus is both fully God and fully man. This
unity must be retained if we are to follow the Jesus of the
Bible and not another Jesus invented by the spirit of the age
to lend credibility to a given cause or religious movement.



Jesus once asked the apostle Peter, “Who do men say that I
am?” Peter offered a very pluralistic answer: “Some say John
the Baptist, others Elijah; but still others, Jeremiah, or one
of the prophets.” The idea that Jesus was a prophet is not
wrong, just incomplete. When Christ asked Peter again, “Who do
you say that I am?” he replied that Jesus was not just another
great religious leader, but the incarnate savior when he said,
“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt
16:13-16) .

The Humanist Tradition: Jesus as the
Greatest Man

The emphasis since the Renaissance in Western thought has been
on humanism. This means a stress in the arts and sciences on
human dignity, freedom, and beauty as well as a renewed
interest in the natural world as opposed to a transcendent
emphasis on divinity or the authority of the church and the
Bible as in the Middle Ages. Every age tends to portray Christ
in its own image. In the Middle Ages, Christ is painted as
King, divine and regal such as Pantocrator, ruler of all, from
the sixth century. Today our view of Jesus reflects the
humanist trend from Da Vinci's The Last Supper (1498) all the
way to the Head of Christ by Warner Sallman (1940), which is
by far the most popular portrait of Christ in history.

The famous German poet Goethe noted the sensual power of The
Last Supper, which represents “‘the boldest attempt to adhere
to nature, while, at the same time, the object 1is
supernatural,’ with the result that ‘the majesty, the
uncontrol}led will, the power and might of the Deity’ were not
expressed.”{1}

This represents the modern liberal Jesus, which has been
popular since the nineteenth century. This view shows Jesus as
a great man and moral teacher, a faith healer who preached
social reform, the Son of Man, but not the Son of God. Modern



culture tends to think about Jesus as the greatest man who
ever lived rather than the Son of God.

This 1s also true of “The Quest of the Historical Jesus” of
the nineteenth century debunked by Albert Schweitzer as modern
people portraying Jesus in their own image as a good ethical
man, who did good deeds.{2} Despite the fact that the search
for the Historical Jesus was shown to be biased towards modern
views, it continues in movements like the Jesus Seminar and in
the famous Baur-Ehrman thesis. Both argue for a historical
Jesus who 1is not in the Gospels but is thought to be the
earliest Jesus. They baptize Christ in contemporary culture by
arguing that alternative views of Jesus preceded orthodoxy in
the earliest Christian community. This presents another
attempt to understand Jesus from a pluralistic perspective.
The latest quest seeks greater diversity in our social ethics
by presenting various views of Jesus.

A very human Jesus is not necessarily a false view, except if
we say this is all that he was. So Jesus is the greatest man
that ever lived, but he was more than that as well. He was
also the incarnate God.

The Gnostic Jesus: The Great Spirit with
a Message

There is no difference between the ancient world and the
modern one concerning Jesus’ star power. Yesterday’'s Gnostics,
like today’s, wanted the credibility of having Jesus attached
to their movement without really accepting him as their Lord
and Savior, once again tapping into his borrowed authority.
Gnosticism was a second century heretical belief that has
experienced a considerable revival since the discovery of some
of their lost documents in 1945. Gnostics believed that the
material world is basically evil, created by a demiurge [Ed.
Note: “A supernatural being imagined as creating or fashioning
the world in subordination to the Supreme Being, and sometimes



regarded as the originator of evil,” Dictionary.com] that
departed from the Pleroma (the Gnostic view of God). The
divine spark, or a piece of God, however, remains trapped in
our physical bodies that can only be released through secret
knowledge of divine messengers like Jesus.

A problem arises theologically when Gnostics reject the belief
that Jesus had no physical body because the material world is
evil. He only appeared as a man, like a phantom or hologram,
but was really a divine spirit. Jesus was not a savior, but a
teacher. Gnostics did not believe in salvation, meaning one 1is
saved from sin by grace through faith. Instead, Gnostics
taught enlightenment or the impartation of knowledge. People
are not sinners, only ignorant of the divine spark within
them.

Who was Jesus to the Gnostics? He was not the divine Son of
God made flesh, but an elevated spirit being, an emanation
sent to give special knowledge of how to ascend back to God.
One of the greatest artistic expressions of Gnosticism comes
from the modern Surrealist painter Salvador Dali in his
depiction of Jesus in The Sacrament of the Last Supper (1955),
which shows a transparent effeminate Jesus as a sort of
exalted spirit god administering the communion table. Here
Jesus 1is divine, but not human.

Modern Gnostics like Dan Brown, some Feminists theologians and
Neo-Gnostic churches are attracted to the apparent androgyny,
diversity, and collusion of opposites in the Gnostic concept
of God, which depicted the emanations in the Pleroma as both
masculine and feminine. This 1leads to the notion that
Gnosticism was more tolerant of differences and
individualistic and offered a prominent role for women because
its theological nomenclature spoke of “God the Father” and
“God the Mother.”{3}

Yet the Gnostic belief system is antithetical to the entire
tenor of the modern materialistic worldview. Most Neo-Gnostics



adopt the psychological aspects of Gnosticism that appeal to
the individual’s sense of superiority to the world. It is the
world that is fallen in Gnosticism, not the individual. It is
the creator who is at fault, not people. The unacceptable
metaphysical aspect of Gnosticism to a modern materialist
worldview makes it obvious that Neo-Gnostics are grasping at
straws. They are looking for anything to validate their belief
in diversity, androgyny, and individual superiority. What
better person to turn to than the leading cultural figure of
all time, Jesus Christ?

Arianism: Jesus the Creator Angel

Another major error in the history of Christian thought 1is
named for 1its major proponent Arius (250-336). Arianism
believes that Jesus was not equal with the Father but was a
created being like an angel. In fact he is the chief of all
the angels. Arius’ famous line states “there was a time when
he was not.”{4} This means Jesus was a created being. All
orthodox theology and teaching roundly rejects this view
because it compromises the deity of Christ. In an effort to
preserve the radical oneness of God, Arianism accomplishes the
opposite by falling into polytheism. There is not one God, but
two. The Father made the Son and the Son in turn made the rest
of the world. It is similar to the modern view that says Jesus
is the greatest man who ever lived with the added dimension of
being like God but not equal to God. He is a god. This is one
of the most common mistakes people make in their understanding
of Jesus, even thinking that the term “Son of God” suggests an
inferior station to the Father. The term “Son of God” means
Jesus is equal to the Father (John 5:18).The Arian heresy was
revived by some Unitarians in the modern Age, Isaac Newton
being the most famous, but has been especially embraced by the
cult of the Jehovah’s Witnesses who argue vigorously for the
idea that Jesus is not God but a created being.

The famous theologian Athanasius (298-373) argued that our



view of Jesus must be tied to our salvation. If we get our
view of Jesus wrong we will also misunderstand salvation by
grace. Only God creates and only God saves, but it is humanity
that must suffer the penalty of sin. But because people are
unable to offer the sacrifice for sin God must offer it
himself in human form to save us. The dual nature of Christ
solves this problem by making Christ the perfect sacrifice as
the God/man. An angel is not capable of offering a sacrifice
for sin. This is essentially what the book of Hebrews says:
“He reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his
nature, upholding the universe by his word of power. When he
had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand
of the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to
angels as the name he has obtained is more excellent than
theirs” (Heb. 1:3, 4 cf. Heb. 2:14-18).

New Age Jesus: The Ascended Master

The New Age Jesus is very popular today. This is the belief
that Jesus 1s one of the greatest religious leaders of all
time, an “ascended master” much like Buddha or Krishna. Jesus
is not the unique Son of God but one of many divine
incarnations. He does not come to deliver us from sin but to
enlighten us. He came to show us how we can achieve God-
consciousness or to help us realize we are God within. This is
similar to Gnostic idea of a divine spark left in humanity
after the creation of the world.

Because of this the New Age is often confused with Gnosticism.
There are correlations, but there are also substantial
differences between the two. New Age thinking is pantheistic.
This means God equals the all pervasive force of the universe,
which makes it more happy and world-friendly as expressed in
the modern ecology movements that find God in nature.
Gnosticism 1is not pantheistic, but radically dualistic; the
world is evil and the individual is good but trapped in the
material world. Gnosticism tends to be dark and foreboding



with other worldly hopes of escape and ascension. New Age
tends to have hope in the current historical continuum of
change. There is a New Age of Aquarius dawning right around
the corner. We don’t find that optimism in Gnosticism.

The New Age version of Jesus expresses another aspect of
Jesus’ popularity among non-Christian religions as well as
spiritual but not traditionally religious Americans. Like
Gnosticism, it absorbs Jesus into its belief system, but it
also acquires greater credibility for itself by adopting
Jesus. Most of the popular views of Jesus are a way of
accepting a semblance of spirituality without really
committing oneself to the message of Christ as the only way to
the Father. Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the
life; no one comes to the Father, but through Me” (John 14:6).
The great offense today in Christianity is given by our belief
in the exclusivity of Christ as the only way to God. Every
alternative view of Jesus compromises this central idea,
making Jesus one of many ways to God. The enormous popularity
of Jesus need not create confusion. The Bible is very clear
that Jesus is the Son of God and the only way to the Father.
John Lennon and the Beatles have been relegated to the oldies
station, but Jesus is still here and more popular than ever.
We need to help refocus the culture’s acceptance of Jesus as
the greatest man and religious leader with the biblical
message of salvation that says Jesus is the incarnate Word
sent to save us from sin and restore us to the Father.
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“Where Are the References to
Jesus From His Lifetime?”

I'm not a Christian but I have a great appreciation for a lot
of the messages attributed to Jesus in the writings about him.

The idea that Jesus was, in fact, a real person seems to rely
100% on hearsay. I have read a lot of the strong arguments
against a historical Christ and they all note the major flaw
in the evidence you have put forth in your article: Not one of
the men you named lived when Jesus supposedly did. All of
their references to him are made by people born decades after
the crucifixion supposedly happened. This holds true for every
single reference I have ever seen. If there are any mentions
of Jesus as a real person that were written or recorded during
the time he supposedly lived, I would greatly appreciate you
sending them to me. I say that not as a challenge to you but
as someone who truly wants to know all there is to know about
the subject. I am fascinated by this and I would hate to have
made a decision without all of the available information.

I'm not disregarding any post mortem references to Jesus in
history as being unimportant to the argument for his existence
but I feel they would be excellent companions to support any
actual contemporary evidence. I’'m looking for any mention of
him in the records of any historian living in his time. Such
record keepers as Philo Judaeus or Pliny the Elder, who both
lived in the area at the time that Jesus supposedly lived and
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died never mention him or any of the stories attributed to him
in the New Testament. They are not the only reliable sources
for such contemporary references but they certainly would have
heard of Jesus Christ. Also, the Romans kept records but I
have not heard of any mention of Jesus made by the Romans
during his lifetime. This seems odd considering the fame and
following Jesus is given in the stories of the Bible.

Thanks for your letter. I'm glad to see that you're
researching this important issue and really taking it
seriously.

I'llL offer a few comments in response to your letter, but I
will also list a few resources that will allow you to go much
deeper than I can do over email. Also, although I have some
knowledge in this area (and am interested in gaining more), I
really don’t have the same level of expertise as the resources
that I will mention at the end of this letter.

First, by way of responding specifically to your main
question, as far as I'm aware we have no written testimony
regarding the life of Jesus that dates to his own lifetime.

On the other hand, I personally believe that it would be a
rather unwarranted leap to draw the conclusion that, because
of this, Jesus of Nazareth was not an actual historical
person, or even to draw the conclusion that the information
that we do have about him is therefore untrustworthy or
unreliable. What many people don’t realize is that the New
Testament writings themselves, including the Gospels,
constitute our earliest and best sources of historical
information about the life and ministry of Jesus. And this
fact is recognized not only by conservative scholars, but by
the broad spectrum of religious and theological scholarship.

Moreover, even those scholars who doubt that the Gospels are
historically reliable in all that they affirm would still
acknowledge that they contain much reliable history about the



life, ministry, and death of Jesus. With only a few
exceptions, the vast majority of scholars qualified to comment
on this issue would not hesitate for a moment to declare that
Jesus of Nazareth was a real figure of history, nor would they
hesitate to say that the Gospels give us much (or at least
some) historically reliable information about him. To see
this, one need only remember that even very radical New
Testament scholars, like John Dominic Crossan, do not doubt
that Jesus was a real figure of history, nor do they doubt
that the Gospels preserve at least some historically reliable
information about him.

Additionally, some of the traditions about Jesus appear to be
very early — far too early to have been contaminated by later,
legendary developments. For example, the German commentator on
Mark, Rudolph Pesch, has argued that the passion story in
Mark’'s Gospel probably dates to within seven years of Jesus’
death. This is because the High Priest is never mentioned by
name in this section of the Gospel. It’s as if I was to say
something about what the “President” said today. You would
know I was talking about George Bush (the current President).
After the election, if I wanted to refer to something that
George Bush said, I would have to specify that (for then a
different President will be in power). Since Mark never
mentions the High Priest by name, he is very likely referring
to the High Priest that held power at the time of Jesus’
crucifixion. But this was Caiphas, who ruled from A.D. 18 —
37. If Jesus was crucified in A.D. 30, then Mark’s passion
narrative must date to within seven years of Jesus death. This
makes the legendary hypothesis extremely untenable — for
legends simply do not arise that quickly.

Finally, please allow me to recommend some good books and
articles. The questions raised in regard to Jesus must be
dealt with in much more detail than I can do over email:

1. The Case for Christ by Lee Strobel



2. The Historical Jesus by Gary Habermas

3. The Historical Reliability of the Gospels by Craig Blomberg
4. Reasonable Faith (2008 edition) by William Lane Craig

5. Reinventing Jesus by Komoszewski, Sawyer, and Wallace

6. William Lane Craig’s website, www.reasonablefaith.org. Dr.
Craig has a number of scholarly articles on the historical
Jesus available here:
www.reasonablefaith.org/site/PageServer?pagename=scholarly art
icles historical Jesus. Also, here is a link to a debate on
the historical evidence for Jesus’ resurrection between Dr.
Craig and Dr. Bart Ehrman:
www.holycross.edu/departments/crec/website/resurrection-debate
-transcript.pdf. Dr. Ehrman is an ex-evangelical New Testament
scholar and is a leading authority in his field. Hence, this
debate will really give you two top scholars debating the
historicity of Jesus’ resurrection.

7. Articles about Jesus from the trustworthy Bible.org
website: www.bible.org/topic.php?topic_id=6

Wishing you all the best in your continued research!
Michael Gleghorn

© 2008 Probe Ministries

“Where in the Bible Does It
Prove that Jesus Was 100% Man
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and 100% God?”

Thanks for your question! There are actually many biblical
passages which teach both the deity and humanity of Christ.
I’'ve listed just a few for your consideration.

1. Isaiah 9:6-7

For to us a child is born, to us a son 1is given, and the
government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince
of Peace.

Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no
end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom,
establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness
from that time on and forever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty
will accomplish this.

Note that the promised Messiah (or Christ) would be born as a
son to Israel. He was thus a Man. At the same time, however,
His name will be called Mighty God, etc. He is thus also God.

2. Micah 5:2-3 (quoted in Matt. 2:6)

“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the
clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be
ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from
ancient times.”

3 Therefore Israel will be abandoned until the time when she
who 1s in labor gives birth and the rest of his brothers
return to join the Israelites.

Again, Messiah is born of a woman (v. 3) to be ruler in Israel
(v. 2). He is thus a Man. However, His goings forth are “from
the days of eternity” (v. 2). He thus had no beginning and
must therefore be God (Who alone is eternal).
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3. John 1:1-3, 14

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God.

2 He was with God in the beginning.

3 Through him all things were made; without him nothing was
made that has been made.

14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We
have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came
from the Father, full of grace and truth.

Notice that the Word is God (v. 1). Notice also that the Word
became a human being (v. 14). Jesus is both God and Man.

4. Philippians 2:5-11

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:

6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality
with God something to be grasped,

7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a
servant, being made in human likeness.

8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself
and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!

9 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him
the name that is above every name,

10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven
and on earth and under the earth,

11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the
glory of God the Father.

This 1s a classic passage on both the deity and humanity of
Christ.
5. Colossians 1:13-23

For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and
brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves,
14 in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.



15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over
all creation.

16 For by him all things were created: things in heaven and
on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or
rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for
him.

17 He is before all things, and in him all things hold
together.

18 And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the
beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that 1in
everything he might have the supremacy.

19 For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him,
20 and through him to reconcile to himself all things,
whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace
through his blood, shed on the cross.

21 Once you were alienated from God and were enemies 1in your
minds because of your evil behavior.

22 But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body
through death to present you holy in his sight, without
blemish and free from accusation—

23 if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not
moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the
gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every
creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a
servant.

Again, this passage strongly affirms both the deity (v. 19)
and humanity (v. 22) of Jesus.

These are just a few passages which can be offered. Many
passages, taken in isolation, affirm either the deity of
Christ on the one hand, or His humanity on the other. When all
this evidence is taken into account, it becomes clear that the
Bible repeatedly affirms that Jesus was indeed the unique God-
Man.

God bless you,



Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

William Wilberforce and
Abolishing the Slave Trade:
How True Christian Values
Ended Support of Slavery

Rusty Wright provides an insightful summary of the journey
which led William Wilberforce from unbelief to Christ and to
leading the fight to abolish the slave trade in Britain. He
clearly shows how true Christian values were key 1in inspiring
Wilberforce’s persistent effort to rid Britain of this
shameful scourge, the slave trade.

Slavery’s Scourge

What do you think of slavery? Are you for it or against it?

I suspect most readers would immediately denounce slavery as a
scourge on humanity. But in the eighteenth century, much of
western society accepted slavery and the slave trade. It took
heroic efforts by dedicated leaders to turn the tide.

William Wilberforce, the famous British parliamentarian,
helped lead a grueling but bipartisan twenty-year struggle to
outlaw the trading of slaves. His inspiring story has many
lessons for today’s leaders.

Abraham Lincoln acknowledged Wilberforce’s significant role in
abolition.{1l} Nelson Mandela, addressing the British
Parliament in 1996 as South Africa’s president, declared, “We
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have returned to the land of William Wilberforce who
dared . . . to demand that the slaves in our country should be

freed.”{2}

The task was formidable. Eighteenth-century Britain led the
world in slave trading. A pillar of colonial economy, the
trade was legal, lucrative, and brutal. In one notorious
episode, a ship’s captain threw 132 slaves overboard, claiming
illness and water shortage. British law protected the ship’s
owners, considering slaves property (like “horses,” ruled one

judge) .{3}

African tribal chiefs, Arab slave dealers, and European
traders rounded up Africans, stuffed them into ships’ holds,
and delivered them to colonial auctions for sale and forced
servitude. The “Middle Passage” across the Atlantic was
especially horrific. Slaves typically lay horizontal, shackled
and chained to each other, packed like sardines. The air was
stale and the sanitation putrid.

Olaudah Equiano, a freed slave, said the “stench of the hold,”
the heat, and the cramped quarters brought sickness and much
death. The deceased, Equiano explained, fell “victims to the
improvident avarice . . . of their purchasers.” He wrote, “The
shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, rendered
the whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable.” Some
slaves, when taken up on deck, jumped overboard, preferring
death to their misery.{4}

Enter William Wilberforce, young, silver-tongued, popular,
ambitious, seemingly destined for political greatness. Then, a
profound change led him on a path that some say cost him the
prime ministership, but helped rescue an oppressed people and
a nation’s character.
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Wilberforce’s “Great Change”

The transatlantic slave trade was filled with horror stories
about human inhumanity. John Newton, a former slave trader,
told of a shipmate “who threw a child overboard because it
moaned at night in its mother’s arms and kept him awake.”{5}

William Wilberforce grew up among Britain’s privileged, far
from these horrors. Heir to a fortune, he was a slacker and
socialite at Cambridge. Sporting an adept sense of humor, he
loved partying and playing cards more than schoolwork. His
superior intellect frequently covered for his lax academic
habits. His keen mind, delightful wit, and charming
personality kept many doors open.{6}

At Cambridge, he befriended William Pitt the Younger, who
would become Britain’s youngest Prime Minister. Both were
elected to Parliament in their twenties. Wilberforce became
Pitt’s bulldog, using his oratorical and relational skills to
advance Pitt’s legislative agenda.

From 1784 to 1786, what he later called his “Great Change”
would forever reshape his life’s work. It began innocently
enough when he invited his friend, Cambridge professor Isaac
Milner, to accompany him on a journey to France. Milner was a
brilliant scientist who eventually became vice chancellor of
Cambridge. (That’s similar to a university president in the
U.S.) As they conversed during the trip, Wilberforce was
surprised to hear Milner speak favorably of biblical faith.
Wilberforce was a skeptic and wanted nothing to do with ardent
believers to whom he had been exposed in his youth.

During their travels, Milner and Wilberforce spent long hours
discussing faith and the Bible. His doubts receded as Milner
answered his objections. Initial intellectual assent to
Christian faith morphed into deeper conviction and a personal
relationship with God.{7}
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Back in England, he reluctantly consulted John Newton, slave
trader turned pastor and writer of the well-known hymn,
“Amazing Grace.” Newton had been Wilberforce’s minister for a
time during his youth, before his spiritual interest waned.
Wilberforce wrote that after his meeting with Newton, “My mind
was in a calm, tranquil state, more humbled, looking more
devoutly up to God.”{8} Newton encouraged Wilberforce that God
had raised him up “for the good of the nation.”{9}

In time, Wilberforce grew to consider “the suppression of the
slave trade” part of his God-given destiny.{10} At first he
thought abolition would come quickly, but he guessed
incorrectly, as we will see.

The Battle in Parliament

When William Wilberforce first introduced anti-slave-trade
legislation into Parliament, he had high hopes. He quickly
learned that opposition would be fierce.

Financial stakeholders howled. Significant elements of British
economy relied on slavery. Businesspersons didn’t want to
sacrifice profit. Their elected representatives didn’t want to
sacrifice votes. Some claimed slavery benefited slaves since
it removed them from barbarous Africa. The Royal Family
opposed abolition. Even Admiral Lord Nelson, Britain’s great
hero, denounced “the damnable doctrine of Wilberforce and his
hypocritical allies.”{11}

Wilberforce and the Abolitionists repeatedly introduced
legislation. Apathy, hostility and parliamentary chicanery
dragged out the battle. Once, his opponents distributed free
opera tickets to some abolition supporters for the evening of
a crucial vote, which the Abolitionists then lost. Enough
supporting members of Parliament were at the opera to have
reversed the outcome.{12} Twice West Indian sea captains
threatened Wilberforce’'s 1life. His health faltered.{13}
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Buoyed by friends and faith, Wilberforce persisted. He
believed God viewed all humans as equal,{l4}citing Acts 17:26,
“[God] has made from one blood every nation of men.” Methodism
founder John Wesley encouraged perseverance, writing, “If God
is with you, who can be against you? . . . Be not weary in
well-doing. Go on . . . till even American slavery, the vilest
that ever saw the sun, shall vanish away.”{15} John Newton
wrote and testified in Parliament about his experiences as a
slave trader, “a business at which my heart now shudders,” he
explained.{16}

Finally, in 1807, twenty years after beginning, Wilberforce
prevailed. Parliament erupted in cheering as the slave trade
abolition bill passed.

Of course, outlawing the British transatlantic slave trade in
1807 did not immediately eradicate the trade. In fact, it
continued, practiced illegally for a while by British subjects
and for decades among other nations like France, Spain and
Portugal. Alas, African tribal chiefs and Arab slave-dealers
continued to supply captured Africans for the system.{17}

But outlawing the slave trade proved the impetus for a host of
social improvements, including prison reforms, child labor
laws, and abolition of slavery itself in 1833, of which
Wilberforce learned only a few days before his death.

Wilberforce’s Methods: Lessons for Today

The esteemed historian W.E.H. Lecky ranked the British anti-
slavery movement “among the three or four perfectly virtuous
pages . . . in the history of nations.”{18} While, of course,
Wilberforce and his Abolitionist colleagues were not perfect,
their historic effort left many lessons for today. Consider a
few that could enhance your own interaction in the workplace,
academia, politics, cross-cultural engagement, in your
neighborhood or family.
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The value of friendships and teamwork. Many of the
Abolitionists lived for several years in the same community.
They and their families enjoyed one another’s friendship and
moral support. This <camaraderie provided invaluable
encouragement, ideas, and correction.

Bipartisan cooperation was essential to Wilberforce’s success.
He set aside differences on certain issues to collaborate for
the greater good. Both political liberals and conservatives
joined the abolition cause. Quakers mobilized support.
Wilberforce partnered with Jeremy Benthama founder of
Utilitarianismon abolition and prison reform.{19}
Utilitarianism, of course, favors the end justifying the
means, hardly a biblical value.{20} Yet the two could work
together.

Wilberforce sought to make civil discourse civil. Biographer
Kevin Belmonte notes, “After his Great Change Wilberforce was
nearly always able to dissent from the opinions of others with
tact and kindness. This trait grew gradually within him; it
was not instantaneous, nor did he always act as charitably as
he might have wished on some occasions. But he kept
trying.”{21} He aimed to disagree without being disagreeable.

Wilberforce attempted to establish common ground with his
opponents. In his opening speech on abolition before
Parliament, he was especially gracious. “I mean not to accuse
anyone,” he explained, “but to take the shame upon myself, in
common indeed with the whole Parliament of Great Britain, for
having suffered this horrid trade to be carried on under their
authority. We are all guilty we ought all to plead guilty, and
not to exculpate ourselves by throwing the blame on

others.”{22}

William Wilberforce was not perfect. He had fears, flaws and
foibles like anyone. You likely would not agree with all his
political views. But he did possess dedication to principle
and to God, close friends of many stripes, a penchant for
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bipartisan cooperation, and steadfast commitment to right
terrible injustice. A fine example for life and work today.

Wilberforce’s Motivation: Lessons for
Today

Have you ever been tempted by opposition to abandon a good
cause? What motivated William Wilberforce to persevere 1in
pursuing abolition for twenty agonizing years?

After discovering faith, Wilberforce viewed the world through
different lenses-biblical lenses. He authored a popular book
to explain faith’s implications. Famous parliamentarian Edmund
Burke, who found solace in it during his last two days of
life, said, “If I live, I shall thank Wilberforce for having
sent such a book into the world.”{23}

Wilberforce’'s book, Real Christianity,{24} emphasized
personal, life-changing faith, not mere nominal assent. He
wrote, “God loved the world so much and felt such tender mercy
for us that He gave His only Son Jesus Christ for our
redemption.” {25} He felt all humans have an innate flawself-
centeredness or sin that inhibits true generosity, “clouds our
moral vision and blunts our moral sensitivity.”{26} He called
selfishness “the mortal disease of all political
communities” {27} and humbly admitted his own “need and
imperfection.” {28}

Wilberforce believed Jesus suffered “death on the
cross . . . for our sake” so those accepting His pardon
“should come to Him and . . . have life that lasts
forever.”{29} Don’t get the cart before the horse, he warned.
Good behavior doesn’t earn God’s acceptance; it should be a
result of “our reconciliation with God.”{30} Wilberforce
encouraged his reader to “Throw yourself completely . . . on
[God’s] undeserved mercy. He is full of love, and He will
never reject you.”{31}
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Wilberforce aspired to the Golden Rule: “doing to others as we
would have them do to us.”{32} He believed the faith was
intellectually credible and advocated teaching its supporting
evidences, {33} but cautioned that “a lack of faith 1is 1in
general a disease of the heart more than of the mind.”{34}

Wilberforce asked penetrating questions: “Do we love our
enemies? Are we gentle even when we are provoked? Are we ready
to forgive and apt to forget injuries? . . . Do we return evil
with good . . . ? Can we rejoice in our enemy’s good fortune,
or sympathize with their distresses?”{35} Sound convicting?
Join the club.

An inscribed tribute to Wilberforce at Westminster Abbey where
he is buried commends his efforts, “Which, by the blessing of
God, removed from England the guilt of the African slave
trade, and prepared the way for the abolition of slavery in

every colony of the Empire: . . . he relied, not in vain, on
God."”{36}

Wilberforce’s legacy of faith and service persists. What will
your legacy be?

*Parts of this essay are adapted from Rusty Wright, “‘Amazing
Grace’ Movie: lLessons for Today’'s Politicians,” Copyright

Rusty Wright 2007, and are used by permission.
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Introduction to The Da Vinci Code

Dan Brown’s novel, The Da Vinci Code,{l} has generated a huge
amount of interest from the reading public. About forty
million copies have been sold worldwide.{2} And Ron Howard and
Sony Pictures have brought the story to theatres.{3} To help
answer some of the challenges which this novel poses to
biblical Christianity, Probe has teamed up with EvanTell, an
evangelism training ministry, to produce a DVD series called
Redeeming The Da Vinci Code. The series aims to strengthen the
faith of believers and equip them to share their faith with
those who see the movie or have read the book.{4} I hope this
article will also encourage you to use this event to witness
to the truth to friends or family who have read the book or
seen the movie.

Why so much fuss about a novel? The story begins with the
murder of the Louvre’s curator. But this curator isn’t just
interested in art; he’s also the Grand Master of a secret
society called the Priory of Sion. The Priory guards a secret
that, if revealed, would discredit biblical Christianity.
Before dying, the curator attempts to pass on the secret to
his granddaughter Sophie, a cryptographer, and Harvard
professor Robert Langdon, by leaving a number of clues that he
hopes will guide them to the truth.

So what’s the secret? The location and identity of the Holy
Grail. But in Brown’'s novel, the Grail 1is not the cup
allegedly used by Christ at the Last Supper. It’'s rather Mary
Magdalene, the wife of Jesus, who carried on the royal
bloodline of Christ by giving birth to His child! The Priory
guards the secret location of Mary’s tomb and serves to
protect the bloodline of Jesus that has continued to this day!

Does anyone take these ideas seriously? Yes; they do. This 1is
partly due to the way the story is written. The first word one
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encounters in The Da Vinci Code, in bold uppercase letters, is
the word “FACT.” Shortly thereafter Brown writes, “All
descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents, and secret
rituals in this novel are accurate.”{5} And the average
reader, with no special knowledge in these areas, will assume
the statement is true. But it’s not, and many have documented
some of Brown’s inaccuracies in these areas.{6}

Brown also has a way of making the novel’'s theories about
Jesus and the early church seem credible. The theories are
espoused by the novel’s most educated characters: a British
royal historian, Leigh Teabing, and a Harvard professor,
Robert Langdon. When put in the mouths of these characters,
one comes away with the impression that the theories are
actually true. But are they?

In this article, I’'ll argue that most of what the novel says
about Jesus, the Bible, and the history of the early church 1is
simply false. I'll also say a bit about how this material can
be used in evangelism.

Did Constantine Embellish Our Four
Gospels?

Were the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, which were
later to be officially recognized as part of the New Testament
canon, intentionally embellished in the fourth century at the
command of Emperor Constantine? This is what Leigh Teabing,
the fictional historian in The Da Vinci Code, suggests. At one
point he states, “Constantine commissioned and financed a new
Bible, which omitted those gospels that spoke of Christ’s
human traits and embellished those gospels that made Him
godlike” (234). Is this true?

In a letter to the church historian Eusebius, Constantine did
indeed order the preparation of “fifty copies of the sacred
Scriptures.”{7} But nowhere in the letter does he command that



any of the Gospels be embellished in order to make Jesus
appear more godlike. And even if he had, it would have been
virtually impossible to get faithful Christians to accept such
accounts.

Before the reign of Constantine, the church suffered great
persecution under Emperor Diocletian. It’s hard to believe
that the same church that had withstood this persecution would
jettison their cherished Gospels and embrace embellished
accounts of Jesus’ life! It’s also virtually certain that had
Constantine tried such a thing, we’d have lots of evidence for
it in the writings of the church fathers. But we have none.
Not one of them mentions an attempt by Constantine to alter
any of our Gospels. And finally, to claim that the leaders of
the fourth century church, many of whom had suffered
persecution for their faith in Christ, would agree to join
Constantine in a conspiracy of this kind is completely
unrealistic.

One last point. We have copies of the four Gospels that are
significantly earlier than Constantine and the Council of
Nicaea (or Nicea). Although none of the copies are complete,
we do have nearly complete copies of both Luke and John in a
codex dated between A.D. 175 and 225-at least a hundred years
before Nicaea. Another manuscript, dating from about A.D. 200
or earlier, contains most of John’s Gospel.{8} But why is this
important?

First, we can compare these pre-Nicene manuscripts with those
that followed Nicaea to see if any embellishment occurred.
None did. Second, the pre-Nicene versions of John’'s Gospel
include some of the strongest declarations of Jesus’ deity on
record (e.g. 1:1-3; 8:58; 10:30-33). That is, the most
explicit declarations of Jesus’ deity in any of our Gospels
are already found in manuscripts that pre-date Constantine by
more than a hundred years!

If you have a non-Christian friend who believes these books



were embellished, you might gently refer them to this
evidence. Then, encourage them to read the Gospels for
themselves and find out who Jesus really is.

But what if they think these sources can’t be trusted?

Can We Trust the Gospels?

Although there’s no historical basis for the claim that
Constantine embellished the New Testament Gospels to make
Jesus appear more godlike, we must still ask whether the
Gospels are reliable sources of information about Jesus.
According to Teabing, the novel’s fictional historian, “Almost
everything our fathers taught us about Christ is false” (235).
Is this true? The answer largely depends on the reliability of
our earliest biographies of Jesus—the Gospels of Matthew,
Mark, Luke and John.

Each of these Gospels was written in the first century A.D.
Although they are technically anonymous, we have fairly strong
evidence from second century writers such as Papias (c. A.D.
125) and Irenaeus (c. A.D. 180) for ascribing each Gospel to
its traditional author. If their testimony is true (and we’ve
little reason to doubt it), then Mark, the companion of Peter,
wrote down the substance of Peter’s preaching. And Luke, the
companion of Paul, carefully researched the biography that
bears his name. Finally, Matthew and John, two of Jesus’
twelve disciples, wrote the books ascribed to them. If this is
correct, then the events recorded in these Gospels “are based
on either direct or indirect eyewitness testimony.”{9}

But did the Gospel writers intend to reliably record the life
and ministry of Jesus? Were they even interested in history,
or did their theological agendas overshadow any desire they
may have had to tell us what really happened? Craig Blomberg,
a New Testament scholar, observes that the prologue to Luke’s
Gospel “reads very much like prefaces to other generally



trusted historical and biographical works of antiquity.” He
further notes that since Matthew and Mark are similar to Luke
in terms of genre, “it seems reasonable that Luke’s historical
intent would closely mirror theirs.”{10} Finally, John tells
us that he wrote his Gospel so that people might believe that
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing
they might have life in His name (20:31). While this statement
admittedly reveals a theological agenda, Blomberg points out
that “if you’re going to be convinced enough to believe, the
theology has to flow from accurate history.”{11}

Interestingly, the disciplines of history and archaeology are
a great help in corroborating the general reliability of the
Gospel writers. Where these authors mention people, places,
and events that can be checked against other ancient sources,
they are consistently shown to be quite reliable. We need to
let our non-Christian friends know that we have good grounds
for trusting the New Testament Gospels and believing what they
say about Jesus.

But what if they ask about those Gospels that didn’t make it
into the New Testament? Specifically, what if they ask about
the Nag Hammadi documents?

The Nag Hammadi Documents

Since their discovery in 1945, there’s been much interest in
the Nag Hammadi texts. What are these documents? When were
they written, and by whom, and for what purpose? According to
Teabing, the historian in The Da Vinci Code, the Nag Hammadi
texts represent “the earliest Christian records” (245). These
“unaltered gospels,” he claims, tell the real story about
Jesus and early Christianity (248). The New Testament Gospels
are allegedly a later, corrupted version of these events.

The only difficulty with Teabing’s theory is that it's wrong.
The Nag Hammadi documents are not “the earliest Christian



records.” Every book in the New Testament is earlier. The New
Testament documents were all written in the first century A.D.
By contrast, the dates for the Nag Hammadi texts range from
the second to the third century A.D. As Darrell Bock observes
in Breaking The Da Vinci Code, “The bulk of this material is a
few generations removed from the foundations of the Christian
faith, a vital point to remember when assessing the
contents.”{12}

What do we know about the contents of these books? It 1is
generally agreed that the Nag Hammadi texts are Gnostic
documents. The key tenet of Gnosticism is that salvation comes
through secret knowledge. As a result, the Gnostic Gospels, in
striking contrast to their New Testament counterparts, place
almost no value on the death and resurrection of Jesus.
Indeed, Gnostic Christology had a tendency to separate the
human Jesus from the divine Christ, seeing them as two
distinct beings. It was not the divine Christ who suffered and
died; it was merely the human Jesus—or perhaps even Simon of
Cyrene.{13} It didn’t matter much to the Gnostics because in
their view the death of Jesus was irrelevant for attaining
salvation. What was truly important was not the death of the
man Jesus but the secret knowledge brought by the divine
Christ. According to the Gnostics, salvation came through a
correct understanding of this secret knowledge.{14}

Clearly these doctrines are incompatible with the New
Testament teaching about Christ and salvation (e.g. Rom.
3:21-26; 5:1-11; 1 Cor. 15:3-11; Tit. 2:11-14). Ironically,
they’'re also incompatible with Teabing’s view that the Nag
Hammadi texts “speak of Christ’s ministry in very human terms”
(234). The Nag Hammadi texts actually present Christ as a
divine being, though quite differently from the New Testament
perspective.{15}

Thus, the Nag Hammadi texts are both later than the New
Testament writings and characterized by a worldview that 1is
entirely alien to their theology. We must explain to our non-



Christian friends that the church fathers exercised great
wisdom in rejecting these books from the New Testament.

But what if they ask us how it was decided what books to
include?

The Formation of the New Testament Canon

In the early centuries of Christianity, many books were
written about the teachings of Jesus and His apostles. Most of
these books never made it into the New Testament. They include
such titles as The Gospel of Philip, The Acts of John, and The
Apocalypse of Peter. How did the early church decide what
books to include in the New Testament and what to reject? When
were these decisions made, and by whom? According to the
Teabing, “The Bible, as we know it today, was collated by

. Constantine the Great” (231). Is this true?

The early church had definite criteria that had to be met for
a book to be included in the New Testament. As Bart Ehrman
observes, a book had to be ancient, written close to the time
of Jesus. It had to be written either by an apostle or a
companion of an apostle. It had to be consistent with the
orthodox understanding of the faith. And it had to be widely
recognized and accepted by the church.{16} Books that didn’t
meet these criteria weren’t included in the New Testament.

When were these decisions made? And who made them? There
wasn’t an ecumenical council in the early church that
officially decreed that the twenty-seven books now in our New
Testament were the right ones.{17} Rather, the canon gradually
took shape as the church recognized and embraced those books
that were inspired by God. The earliest collections of books
“to circulate among the churches in the first half of the
second century” were our four Gospels and the letters of
Paul.{18} Not until the heretic Marcion published his
expurgated version of the New Testament in about A.D. 144 did



church leaders seek to define the canon more specifically.{19}

Toward the end of the second century there was a growing
consensus that the canon should include the four Gospels,
Acts, the thirteen Pauline epistles, “epistles by other
‘apostolic men’ and the Revelation of John.”{20} The
Muratorian Canon, which dates toward the end of the second
century, recognized every New Testament book except Hebrews,
James, 1 and 2 Peter, and 3 John. Similar though not identical
books were recognized by Irenaeus in the late second century
and Origen in the early third century. So while the earliest
listing of all the books in our New Testament comes from
Athanasius in A.D. 367, there was widespread agreement on most
of these books (including the four Gospels) by the end of the
second century. By sharing this information “with gentleness
and respect” (1 Pet. 3:15), we can help our friends see that
the New Testament canon did not result from a decision by
Constantine.

Who Was Mary Magdalene? (Part 1)

Mary Magdalene, of course, is a major figure in The Da Vinci
Code. Let’'s take a look at Mary, beginning by addressing the
unfortunate misconception that she was a prostitute. Where did
this notion come from? And why do so many people believe it?

According to Leigh Teabing, the popular understanding of Mary
Magdalene as a prostitute “is the legacy of a smear campaign

by the early Church.” In Teabing’s view, “The Church
needed to defame Mary . . . to cover up her dangerous
secret—her role as the Holy Grail” (244). Remember, in this
novel the Holy Grail is not the cup used by Jesus at the Last
Supper. Instead it’s Mary Magdalene, who’'s alleged to have
been both Jesus’ wife and the one who carried His royal
bloodline in her womb.

How should we respond to this? Did the early church really



seek to slander Mary as a prostitute in order to cover up her
intimate relationship with Jesus? The first recorded instance
of Mary Magdalene being misidentified as a prostitute occurred
in a sermon by Pope Gregory the Great in A.D. 591.{21} Most
likely, this wasn’t a deliberate attempt to slander Mary'’s
character. Rather, Gregory probably misinterpreted some
passages 1in the Gospels, resulting in his 1incorrectly
identifying Mary as a prostitute.

For instance, he may have identified the unnamed sinful woman
in Luke 7, who anointed Jesus’ feet, with Mary of Bethany in
John 12, who also anointed Jesus’ feet shortly before His
death. This would have been easy to do because, although there
are differences, there are also many similarities between the
two separate incidents. If Gregory thought the sinful woman of
Luke 7 was the Mary of John 12, he may then have mistakenly
linked this woman with Mary Magdalene. Interestingly, Luke
mentions Mary Magdalene for the first time at the beginning of
chapter 8, right after the story of Jesus’ anointing in Luke
7. Since the unnamed woman in Luke 7 was likely guilty of some
kind of sexual sin, if Gregory thought this woman was Mary
Magdalene, then it wouldn’t be too great a leap to infer she
was a prostitute.

If you're discussing the novel with someone who is hostile
toward the church, don’t be afraid to admit that the church
has sometimes made mistakes. We can agree that Gregory was
mistaken when he misidentified Mary as a prostitute. But we
must also observe that it’s quite unlikely that this was part
of a smear campaign by the early church. We must remind our
friends that Christians make mistakes—and even sin—just like
everyone else (Rom. 3:23). The difference is that we’'ve
recognized our need for a Savior from sin. And in this
respect, we’'re actually following in the footsteps of Mary
Magdalene (John 20:1-18)!



Who Was Mary Magdalene? (Part 2)

What do our earliest written sources reveal about the real
Mary Magdalene? According to Teabing, Mary was the wife of
Jesus, the mother of His child, and the one whom He intended
to establish the church after His death (244-48). In support
of these theories, Teabing appeals to two of the Gnostic
Gospels: The Gospel of Philip and The Gospel of Mary
[Magdalene]. Let’s look first at The Gospel of Mary.

The section of this Gospel quoted in the novel presents an
incredulous apostle Peter who simply can’t believe that the
risen Christ has secretly revealed information to Mary that He
didn’t reveal to His male disciples. Levi rebukes Peter: “If
the Saviour made her worthy, who are you . . . to reject her?
Surely the Saviour knows her very well. That is why he loved
her more than us” (247).

What can we say about this passage? First, we must observe
that nowhere in this Gospel are we told that Mary was Jesus’
wife or the mother of His child. Second, many scholars think
this text should probably be read symbolically, with Peter
representing early Christian orthodoxy and Mary representing a
form of Gnosticism. This Gospel is probably claiming that
“Mary” (that is, the Gnostics) has received divine revelation,
even if “Peter” (that is, the orthodox) can’t believe it.{22}
Finally, even if this text should be read literally, we have
little reason to think it’s historically reliable. It was
likely composed sometime in the late second century, about a
hundred years after the canonical Gospels.{23} So, contrary to
what'’s implied in the novel, it certainly wasn’t written by
Mary Magdalene—or any of Jesus’ other original followers.{24}

If we want reliable information about Mary, we must turn to
our earliest sources—the New Testament Gospels. These sources
tell us that Mary was a follower of Jesus from the town of
Magdala. After Jesus cast seven demons out of her, she (along
with other women) helped support His ministry (Luke 8:1-3).



She witnessed Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection, and was
the first to see the risen Christ (Matt. 27:55-61; John
20:11-18). Jesus even entrusted her with proclaiming His
resurrection to His male disciples (John 20:17-18). In this
sense, Mary was an “apostle” to the apostles.{25} This is all
the Gospels tell us about Mary.{26} We can agree with our non-
Christian friends that she was a very important woman. But we
must also remind them that there’s nothing to suggest that she
was Jesus’ wife, or that He intended her to lead the church.

All this aside, someone who's read The Da Vinci Code might
still have questions about The Gospel of Philip? Doesn’t this
text indicate that Mary and Jesus were married?

Was Jesus Married? (Part 1)

Undoubtedly, the strongest textual evidence that Jesus was
married comes from The Gospel of Philip. So it’s not
surprising that Leigh Teabing, should appeal to this text. The
section of this Gospel quoted in the novel reads as follows:

And the companion of the Saviour 1is Mary Magdalene. Christ
loved her more than all the disciples and used to kiss her
often on her mouth. The rest of the disciples were offended
by it and expressed disapproval. They said to him, “Why do
you love her more than all of us?” (246).

Now, notice that the first line refers to Mary as the
companion of the Savior. In the novel, Teabing clinches his
argument that Jesus and Mary were married by stating, “As any
Aramaic scholar will tell you, the word companion, in those
days, Lliterally meant spouse” (246). This sounds pretty
convincing. Was Jesus married after all?

When discussing this issue with a non-Christian friend, point



out that we must proceed carefully here. The Gospel of Philip
was originally written in Greek.{27} Therefore, what the term
“companion” meant in Aramaic is entirely irrelevant. Even in
the Coptic translation found at Nag Hammadi, a Greek loan word
(koinonos) lies behind the term translated “companion”.
Darrell Bock observes that this is “not the typical . . . term
for ‘wife'” in Greek.{28} Indeed, koinonos is most often used
in the New Testament to refer to a “partner.” Luke uses the
term to describe James and John as Peter’s business partners
(Luke 5:10). So contrary to the claim of Teabing, the
statement that Mary was Jesus’ companion does not at all prove
that she was His wife.

But what about the following statement: “Christ loved her
. and used to kiss her often on her mouth”?

First, this portion of the manuscript is damaged. We don’t
actually know where Christ kissed Mary. There’s a hole in the
manuscript at that place. Some believe that “she was kissed on
her cheek or forehead since either term fits in the
break.”{29} Second, even if the text said that Christ kissed
Mary on her mouth, it wouldn’t necessarily mean that something
sexual 1s 1in view. Most scholars agree that Gnostic texts
contain a lot of symbolism. To read such texts literally,
therefore, is to misread them. Finally, regardless of the
author’s intention, this Gospel wasn’t written until the
second half of the third century, over two hundred years after
the time of Jesus.{30} So the reference to Jesus kissing Mary
is almost certainly not historically reliable.

We must show our non-Christian friends that The Gospel of
Philip offers insufficient evidence that Jesus was married.
But what if they’ve bought into the novel’s contention that it
would have been odd for Jesus to be single?



Was Jesus Married? (Part 2)

The two most educated characters in The Da Vinci Code claim
that an unmarried Jesus 1is quite improbable. Leigh Teabing
says, “Jesus as a married man makes infinitely more sense than
our standard biblical view of Jesus as a bachelor” (245).
Robert Langdon, Harvard professor of Religious Symbology,
concurs:

Jesus was a Jew, and the social decorum during that time
virtually forbid a Jewish man to be unmarried. According to
Jewish custom, celibacy was condemned. . . . If Jesus were
not married, at least one of the Bible’s Gospels would have
mentioned it and offered some explanation for His unnatural
state of bachelorhood (245).

Is this true? What if our non-Christian friends want a
response to such claims?

In his excellent book Breaking The Da Vinci Code, Darrell Bock
persuasively argues that an unmarried Jesus is not at all
improbable.{31} Of course, it’'s certainly true that most
Jewish men of Jesus’ day did marry. It’s also true that
marriage was often viewed as a fundamental human obligation,
especially in light of God’'s command to “be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). Nevertheless, by
the first century there were recognized, and even lauded,
exceptions to this general rule.

The first century Jewish writer, Philo of Alexandria,
described the Essenes as those who “repudiate marriage

for no one of the Essenes ever marries a wife.”{32}
Interestingly, the Essenes not only escaped condemnation for
their celibacy, they were often admired. Philo also wrote,
“This now is the enviable system of life of these Essenes, so
that not only private individuals but even mighty kings,



admiring the men, venerate their sect, and increase . . . the
honors which they confer on them.”{33} Such citations clearly
reveal that not all Jews of Jesus’ day considered marriage
obligatory. And those who sought to avoid marriage for
religious reasons were often admired rather than condemned.

It may be helpful to remind your friend that the Bible nowhere
condemns singleness. Indeed, it praises those who choose to
remain single to devote themselves to the work of the Lord
(e.g. 1 Cor. 7:25-38). Point your friend to Matthew 19:12,
where Jesus explains that some people “have renounced marriage
because of the kingdom of heaven” (NIV). Notice His
conclusion, “The one who can accept this should accept it.”
It’'s virtually certain that Jesus had accepted this. He had
renounced marriage to fully devote Himself to the work of His
heavenly Father. What’'s more, since there was precedent in the
first century for Jewish men to remain single for religious
reasons, Jesus’ singleness would not have been condemned. Let
your friend know that, contrary to the claims of The Da Vinci
Code, it would have been completely acceptable for Jesus to be
unmarried.

Did Jesus’ Earliest Followers Proclaim
His Deity?

We've considered The Da Vinci Code'‘s claim that Jesus was
married and found it wanting. Mark Roberts observed “that most
proponents of the marriage of Jesus thesis have an agenda.
They are trying to strip Jesus of his uniqueness, and
especially his deity.”{34} This 1is certainly true of The Da
Vinci Code. Not only does it call into question Jesus’ deity
by alleging that He was married, it also maintains that His
earliest followers never even believed He was divine!
According to Teabing, the doctrine of Christ’s deity
originally resulted from a vote at the Council of Nicaea. He
further asserts, “until that moment in history, Jesus was



viewed by His followers as a mortal prophet . . . a great and
powerful man, but a man nonetheless” (233). Did Jesus’
earliest followers really believe that He was just a man? If
our non-Christian friends have questions about this, let’s
view it as a great opportunity to tell them who Jesus really
is!

The Council of Nicaea met in A.D. 325. By then, Jesus’
followers had been proclaiming His deity for nearly three
centuries. Our earliest written sources about the life of
Jesus are found in the New Testament. These first century
documents repeatedly affirm the deity of Christ. For instance,
in his letter to the Colossians, the apostle Paul declared,
“For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily
form” (2:9; see also Rom. 9:5; Phil. 2:5-11; Tit. 2:13). And

John wrote, “In the beginning was the Word . . . and the Word
was God . . . And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us”
(1:1, 14).

There are also affirmations of Jesus’ deity in the writings of
the pre-Nicene church fathers. In the early second century,
Ignatius of Antioch wrote of “our God, Jesus the Christ.”{35}
Similar affirmations can be found throughout these writings.
There’s even non-Christian testimony from the second century
that Christians believed in Christ’s divinity. Pliny the
Younger wrote to Emperor Trajan, around A.D. 112, that the
early Christians “were in the habit of meeting on a certain

fixed day . . . when they sang . . . a hymn to Christ, as to a
god.” {36}

If we humbly share this information with our non-Christian
friends, we can help them see that Christians believed in
Christ’s deity long before the Council of Nicaea. We might
even be able to explain why Christians were so convinced of
His deity that they were willing to die rather than deny it.
If so, we can invite our friends to believe in Jesus for
themselves. “For God so loved the world that he gave his one
and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish



but have eternal life” (John 3:16).
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Redeeming The Da Vinci Code

This article is also available in Spanish. C

Introduction to The Da Vinci Code

Dan Brown’s novel, The Da Vinci Code, {1}
has generated a huge amount of interest
from the reading public. About forty
million copies have been sold
worldwide.{2} And Ron Howard and Sony
Pictures have brought the story to
theatres.{3} To help answer some of the
challenges which this novel poses to
biblical Christianity, Probe has teamed up
with EvanTell, an evangelism training D&N BPUYV\
ministry, to produce a DVD series called \
Redeeming The Da Vinci Code. The series
aims to strengthen the faith of believers and equip them to
share their faith with those who see the movie or have read
the book.{4} I hope this article will also encourage you to
use this event to witness to the truth to friends or family
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who have read the book or seen the movie.

Why so much fuss about a novel? The story begins with the
murder of the Louvre’s curator. But this curator isn’t just
interested in art; he’s also the Grand Master of a secret
society called the Priory of Sion. The Priory guards a secret
that, if revealed, would discredit biblical Christianity.
Before dying, the curator attempts to pass on the secret to
his granddaughter Sophie, a cryptographer, and Harvard
professor Robert Langdon, by leaving a number of clues that he
hopes will guide them to the truth.

So what’s the secret? The location and identity of the Holy
Grail. But in Brown'’'s novel, the Grail is not the cup
allegedly used by Christ at the Last Supper. It’s rather Mary
Magdalene, the wife of Jesus, who carried on the royal
bloodline of Christ by giving birth to His child! The Priory
guards the secret location of Mary’s tomb and serves to
protect the bloodline of Jesus that has continued to this day!

Does anyone take these ideas seriously? Yes; they do. This is
partly due to the way the story is written. The first word one
encounters in The Da Vinci Code, in bold uppercase letters, is
the word “FACT.” Shortly thereafter Brown writes, “All
descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents, and secret
rituals in this novel are accurate.”{5} And the average
reader, with no special knowledge in these areas, will assume
the statement is true. But it’s not, and many have documented
some of Brown’s inaccuracies in these areas.{6}

Brown also has a way of making the novel’'s theories about
Jesus and the early church seem credible. The theories are
espoused by the novel’s most educated characters: a British
royal historian, Leigh Teabing, and a Harvard professor,
Robert Langdon. When put in the mouths of these characters,
one comes away with the impression that the theories are
actually true. But are they?



In this article, I’'ll argue that most of what the novel says
about Jesus, the Bible, and the history of the early church is
simply false. I'll also say a bit about how this material can
be used in evangelism.

Did Constantine Embellish Our Four
Gospels?

Were the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, which were
later to be officially recognized as part of the New Testament
canon, intentionally embellished in the fourth century at the
command of Emperor Constantine? This is what Leigh Teabing,
the fictional historian in The Da Vinci Code, suggests. At one
point he states, “Constantine commissioned and financed a new
Bible, which omitted those gospels that spoke of Christ’s
human traits and embellished those gospels that made Him
godlike” (234). Is this true?

In a letter to the church historian Eusebius, Constantine did
indeed order the preparation of “fifty copies of the sacred
Scriptures.”{7} But nowhere in the letter does he command that
any of the Gospels be embellished in order to make Jesus
appear more godlike. And even if he had, it would have been
virtually impossible to get faithful Christians to accept such
accounts.

Before the reign of Constantine, the church suffered great
persecution under Emperor Diocletian. It’s hard to believe
that the same church that had withstood this persecution would
jettison their cherished Gospels and embrace embellished
accounts of Jesus’ life! It’s also virtually certain that had
Constantine tried such a thing, we’d have lots of evidence for
it in the writings of the church fathers. But we have none.
Not one of them mentions an attempt by Constantine to alter
any of our Gospels. And finally, to claim that the leaders of
the fourth century church, many of whom had suffered
persecution for their faith in Christ, would agree to join



Constantine in a conspiracy of this kind 1is completely
unrealistic.

One last point. We have copies of the four Gospels that are
significantly earlier than Constantine and the Council of
Nicaea (or Nicea). Although none of the copies are complete,
we do have nearly complete copies of both Luke and John in a
codex dated between A.D. 175 and 225-at least a hundred years
before Nicaea. Another manuscript, dating from about A.D. 200
or earlier, contains most of John’s Gospel.{8} But why is this
important?

First, we can compare these pre-Nicene manuscripts with those
that followed Nicaea to see if any embellishment occurred.
None did. Second, the pre-Nicene versions of John’s Gospel
include some of the strongest declarations of Jesus’ deity on
record (e.g. 1:1-3; 8:58; 10:30-33). That 1is, the most
explicit declarations of Jesus’ deity in any of our Gospels
are already found in manuscripts that pre-date Constantine by
more than a hundred years!

If you have a non-Christian friend who believes these books
were embellished, you might gently refer them to this
evidence. Then, encourage them to read the Gospels for
themselves and find out who Jesus really is.

But what if they think these sources can’t be trusted?

Can We Trust the Gospels?

Although there’s no historical basis for the claim that
Constantine embellished the New Testament Gospels to make
Jesus appear more godlike, we must still ask whether the
Gospels are reliable sources of information about Jesus.
According to Teabing, the novel’s fictional historian, “Almost
everything our fathers taught us about Christ is false” (235).
Is this true? The answer largely depends on the reliability of
our earliest biographies of Jesus—the Gospels of Matthew,



Mark, Luke and John.

Each of these Gospels was written in the first century A.D.
Although they are technically anonymous, we have fairly strong
evidence from second century writers such as Papias (c. A.D.
125) and Irenaeus (c. A.D. 180) for ascribing each Gospel to
its traditional author. If their testimony is true (and we’ve
little reason to doubt it), then Mark, the companion of Peter,
wrote down the substance of Peter’s preaching. And Luke, the
companion of Paul, carefully researched the biography that
bears his name. Finally, Matthew and John, two of Jesus’
twelve disciples, wrote the books ascribed to them. If this 1is
correct, then the events recorded in these Gospels “are based
on either direct or indirect eyewitness testimony.”{9}

But did the Gospel writers intend to reliably record the life
and ministry of Jesus? Were they even interested in history,
or did their theological agendas overshadow any desire they
may have had to tell us what really happened? Craig Blomberg,
a New Testament scholar, observes that the prologue to Luke's
Gospel “reads very much like prefaces to other generally
trusted historical and biographical works of antiquity.” He
further notes that since Matthew and Mark are similar to Luke
in terms of genre, “it seems reasonable that Luke’s historical
intent would closely mirror theirs.”{10} Finally, John tells
us that he wrote his Gospel so that people might believe that
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing
they might have life in His name (20:31). While this statement
admittedly reveals a theological agenda, Blomberg points out
that “if you're going to be convinced enough to believe, the
theology has to flow from accurate history.”{11}

Interestingly, the disciplines of history and archaeology are
a great help in corroborating the general reliability of the
Gospel writers. Where these authors mention people, places,
and events that can be checked against other ancient sources,
they are consistently shown to be quite reliable. We need to
let our non-Christian friends know that we have good grounds



for trusting the New Testament Gospels and believing what they
say about Jesus.

But what if they ask about those Gospels that didn’t make it
into the New Testament? Specifically, what if they ask about
the Nag Hammadi documents?

The Nag Hammadi Documents

Since their discovery in 1945, there’s been much interest in
the Nag Hammadi texts. What are these documents? When were
they written, and by whom, and for what purpose? According to
Teabing, the historian in The Da Vinci Code, the Nag Hammadi
texts represent “the earliest Christian records” (245). These
“unaltered gospels,” he claims, tell the real story about
Jesus and early Christianity (248). The New Testament Gospels
are allegedly a later, corrupted version of these events.

The only difficulty with Teabing’s theory is that it’'s wrong.
The Nag Hammadi documents are not “the earliest Christian
records.” Every book in the New Testament is earlier. The New
Testament documents were all written in the first century A.D.
By contrast, the dates for the Nag Hammadi texts range from
the second to the third century A.D. As Darrell Bock observes
in Breaking The Da Vinci Code, “The bulk of this material is a
few generations removed from the foundations of the Christian
faith, a vital point to remember when assessing the
contents.”{12}

What do we know about the contents of these books? It 1is
generally agreed that the Nag Hammadi texts are Gnostic
documents. The key tenet of Gnosticism is that salvation comes
through secret knowledge. As a result, the Gnostic Gospels, in
striking contrast to their New Testament counterparts, place
almost no value on the death and resurrection of Jesus.
Indeed, Gnostic Christology had a tendency to separate the
human Jesus from the divine Christ, seeing them as two



distinct beings. It was not the divine Christ who suffered and
died; it was merely the human Jesus—or perhaps even Simon of
Cyrene.{13} It didn’t matter much to the Gnostics because 1in
their view the death of Jesus was irrelevant for attaining
salvation. What was truly important was not the death of the
man Jesus but the secret knowledge brought by the divine
Christ. According to the Gnostics, salvation came through a
correct understanding of this secret knowledge.{14}

Clearly these doctrines are incompatible with the New
Testament teaching about Christ and salvation (e.g. Rom.
3:21-26; 5:1-11; 1 Cor. 15:3-11; Tit. 2:11-14). Ironically,
they’'re also incompatible with Teabing’s view that the Nag
Hammadi texts “speak of Christ’s ministry in very human terms”
(234). The Nag Hammadi texts actually present Christ as a
divine being, though quite differently from the New Testament
perspective. {15}

Thus, the Nag Hammadi texts are both later than the New
Testament writings and characterized by a worldview that 1is
entirely alien to their theology. We must explain to our non-
Christian friends that the church fathers exercised great
wisdom in rejecting these books from the New Testament.

But what if they ask us how it was decided what books to
include?

The Formation of the New Testament Canon

In the early centuries of Christianity, many books were
written about the teachings of Jesus and His apostles. Most of
these books never made it into the New Testament. They include
such titles as The Gospel of Philip, The Acts of John, and The
Apocalypse of Peter. How did the early church decide what
books to include in the New Testament and what to reject? When
were these decisions made, and by whom? According to the
Teabing, “The Bible, as we know it today, was collated by .



. Constantine the Great” (231). Is this true?

The early church had definite criteria that had to be met for
a book to be included in the New Testament. As Bart Ehrman
observes, a book had to be ancient, written close to the time
of Jesus. It had to be written either by an apostle or a
companion of an apostle. It had to be consistent with the
orthodox understanding of the faith. And it had to be widely
recognized and accepted by the church.{16} Books that didn’t
meet these criteria weren’t included in the New Testament.

When were these decisions made? And who made them? There
wasn’t an ecumenical council in the early church that
officially decreed that the twenty-seven books now in our New
Testament were the right ones.{17} Rather, the canon gradually
took shape as the church recognized and embraced those books
that were inspired by God. The earliest collections of books
“to circulate among the churches in the first half of the
second century” were our four Gospels and the letters of
Paul.{18} Not until the heretic Marcion published his
expurgated version of the New Testament in about A.D. 144 did
church leaders seek to define the canon more specifically.{19}

Toward the end of the second century there was a growing
consensus that the canon should include the four Gospels,
Acts, the thirteen Pauline epistles, “epistles by other
‘apostolic men’ and the Revelation of John.”{20} The
Muratorian Canon, which dates toward the end of the second
century, recognized every New Testament book except Hebrews,
James, 1 and 2 Peter, and 3 John. Similar though not identical
books were recognized by Irenaeus in the late second century
and Origen in the early third century. So while the earliest
listing of all the books in our New Testament comes from
Athanasius in A.D. 367, there was widespread agreement on most
of these books (including the four Gospels) by the end of the
second century. By sharing this information “with gentleness
and respect” (1 Pet. 3:15), we can help our friends see that
the New Testament canon did not result from a decision by



Constantine.

Who Was Mary Magdalene? (Part 1)

Mary Magdalene, of course, is a major figure in The Da Vinci
Code. Let's take a look at Mary, beginning by addressing the
unfortunate misconception that she was a prostitute. Where did
this notion come from? And why do so many people believe it?

According to Leigh Teabing, the popular understanding of Mary
Magdalene as a prostitute “is the legacy of a smear campaign

by the early Church.” In Teabing’s view, “The Church
needed to defame Mary . . . to cover up her dangerous
secret—her role as the Holy Grail” (244). Remember, in this
novel the Holy Grail is not the cup used by Jesus at the Last
Supper. Instead it’s Mary Magdalene, who’'s alleged to have
been both Jesus’ wife and the one who carried His royal
bloodline in her womb.

How should we respond to this? Did the early church really
seek to slander Mary as a prostitute in order to cover up her
intimate relationship with Jesus? The first recorded instance
of Mary Magdalene being misidentified as a prostitute occurred
in a sermon by Pope Gregory the Great in A.D. 591.{21} Most
likely, this wasn’t a deliberate attempt to slander Mary'’s
character. Rather, Gregory probably misinterpreted some
passages 1in the Gospels, resulting in his 1incorrectly
identifying Mary as a prostitute.

For instance, he may have identified the unnamed sinful woman
in Luke 7, who anointed Jesus’ feet, with Mary of Bethany in
John 12, who also anointed Jesus’ feet shortly before His
death. This would have been easy to do because, although there
are differences, there are also many similarities between the
two separate incidents. If Gregory thought the sinful woman of
Luke 7 was the Mary of John 12, he may then have mistakenly
linked this woman with Mary Magdalene. Interestingly, Luke



mentions Mary Magdalene for the first time at the beginning of
chapter 8, right after the story of Jesus’ anointing in Luke
7. Since the unnamed woman in Luke 7 was likely gquilty of some
kind of sexual sin, if Gregory thought this woman was Mary
Magdalene, then it wouldn’t be too great a leap to infer she
was a prostitute.

If you're discussing the novel with someone who is hostile
toward the church, don’t be afraid to admit that the church
has sometimes made mistakes. We can agree that Gregory was
mistaken when he misidentified Mary as a prostitute. But we
must also observe that it’s quite unlikely that this was part
of a smear campaign by the early church. We must remind our
friends that Christians make mistakes—and even sin—just like
everyone else (Rom. 3:23). The difference is that we’ve
recognized our need for a Savior from sin. And in this
respect, we’'re actually following in the footsteps of Mary
Magdalene (John 20:1-18)!

Who Was Mary Magdalene? (Part 2)

What do our earliest written sources reveal about the real
Mary Magdalene? According to Teabing, Mary was the wife of
Jesus, the mother of His child, and the one whom He intended
to establish the church after His death (244-48). In support
of these theories, Teabing appeals to two of the Gnostic
Gospels: The Gospel of Philip and The Gospel of Mary
[Magdalene]. Let’s look first at The Gospel of Mary.

The section of this Gospel quoted in the novel presents an
incredulous apostle Peter who simply can’t believe that the
risen Christ has secretly revealed information to Mary that He
didn’t reveal to His male disciples. Levi rebukes Peter: “If
the Saviour made her worthy, who are you . . . to reject her?
Surely the Saviour knows her very well. That is why he loved
her more than us” (247).



What can we say about this passage? First, we must observe
that nowhere in this Gospel are we told that Mary was Jesus’
wife or the mother of His child. Second, many scholars think
this text should probably be read symbolically, with Peter
representing early Christian orthodoxy and Mary representing a
form of Gnosticism. This Gospel is probably claiming that
“Mary” (that is, the Gnostics) has received divine revelation,
even if “Peter” (that is, the orthodox) can’t believe it.{22}
Finally, even if this text should be read literally, we have
little reason to think it’s historically reliable. It was
likely composed sometime in the late second century, about a
hundred years after the canonical Gospels.{23} So, contrary to
what'’s implied in the novel, it certainly wasn’t written by
Mary Magdalene—or any of Jesus’ other original followers.{24}

If we want reliable information about Mary, we must turn to
our earliest sources—the New Testament Gospels. These sources
tell us that Mary was a follower of Jesus from the town of
Magdala. After Jesus cast seven demons out of her, she (along
with other women) helped support His ministry (Luke 8:1-3).
She witnessed Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection, and was
the first to see the risen Christ (Matt. 27:55-61; John
20:11-18). Jesus even entrusted her with proclaiming His
resurrection to His male disciples (John 20:17-18). In this
sense, Mary was an “apostle” to the apostles.{25} This is all
the Gospels tell us about Mary.{26} We can agree with our non-
Christian friends that she was a very important woman. But we
must also remind them that there’s nothing to suggest that she
was Jesus’ wife, or that He intended her to lead the church.

All this aside, someone who's read The Da Vinci Code might
still have questions about The Gospel of Philip? Doesn’t this
text indicate that Mary and Jesus were married?

Was Jesus Married? (Part 1)

Undoubtedly, the strongest textual evidence that Jesus was



married comes from The Gospel of Philip. So it’s not
surprising that Leigh Teabing, should appeal to this text. The
section of this Gospel quoted in the novel reads as follows:

And the companion of the Saviour is Mary Magdalene. Christ
loved her more than all the disciples and used to kiss her
often on her mouth. The rest of the disciples were offended
by it and expressed disapproval. They said to him, “Why do
you love her more than all of us?” (246).

Now, notice that the first line refers to Mary as the
companion of the Savior. In the novel, Teabing clinches his
argument that Jesus and Mary were married by stating, “As any
Aramaic scholar will tell you, the word companion, in those
days, literally meant spouse” (246). This sounds pretty
convincing. Was Jesus married after all?

When discussing this issue with a non-Christian friend, point
out that we must proceed carefully here. The Gospel of Philip
was originally written in Greek.{27} Therefore, what the term
“companion” meant in Aramaic is entirely irrelevant. Even in
the Coptic translation found at Nag Hammadi, a Greek loan word
(koinonos) lies behind the term translated “companion”.
Darrell Bock observes that this is “not the typical . . . term
for ‘wife'” in Greek.{28} Indeed, koinonos is most often used
in the New Testament to refer to a “partner.” Luke uses the
term to describe James and John as Peter’s business partners
(Luke 5:10). So contrary to the claim of Teabing, the
statement that Mary was Jesus’ companion does not at all prove
that she was His wife.

But what about the following statement: “Christ loved her
. and used to kiss her often on her mouth”?

First, this portion of the manuscript 1is damaged. We don’t
actually know where Christ kissed Mary. There’s a hole in the
manuscript at that place. Some believe that “she was kissed on
her cheek or forehead since either term fits in the



break.”{29} Second, even if the text said that Christ kissed
Mary on her mouth, it wouldn’t necessarily mean that something
sexual is in view. Most scholars agree that Gnostic texts
contain a lot of symbolism. To read such texts literally,
therefore, is to misread them. Finally, regardless of the
author’s intention, this Gospel wasn’t written until the
second half of the third century, over two hundred years after
the time of Jesus.{30} So the reference to Jesus kissing Mary
is almost certainly not historically reliable.

We must show our non-Christian friends that The Gospel of
Philip offers insufficient evidence that Jesus was married.
But what if they’ve bought into the novel’s contention that it
would have been odd for Jesus to be single?

Was Jesus Married? (Part 2)

The two most educated characters in The Da Vinci Code claim
that an unmarried Jesus 1is quite improbable. Leigh Teabing
says, “Jesus as a married man makes infinitely more sense than
our standard biblical view of Jesus as a bachelor” (245).
Robert Langdon, Harvard professor of Religious Symbology,
concurs:

Jesus was a Jew, and the social decorum during that time
virtually forbid a Jewish man to be unmarried. According to
Jewish custom, celibacy was condemned. . . . If Jesus were
not married, at least one of the Bible’'s Gospels would have
mentioned it and offered some explanation for His unnatural
state of bachelorhood (245).

Is this true? What if our non-Christian friends want a
response to such claims?

In his excellent book Breaking The Da Vinci Code, Darrell Bock
persuasively argues that an unmarried Jesus is not at all
improbable.{31} Of course, it’'s certainly true that most
Jewish men of Jesus’ day did marry. It’s also true that



marriage was often viewed as a fundamental human obligation,
especially in light of God’s command to “be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). Nevertheless, by
the first century there were recognized, and even lauded,
exceptions to this general rule.

The first century Jewish writer, Philo of Alexandria,
described the Essenes as those who “repudiate marriage

for no one of the Essenes ever marries a wife.”{32}
Interestingly, the Essenes not only escaped condemnation for
their celibacy, they were often admired. Philo also wrote,
“This now is the enviable system of life of these Essenes, so
that not only private individuals but even mighty kings,
admiring the men, venerate their sect, and increase . . . the
honors which they confer on them.”{33} Such citations clearly
reveal that not all Jews of Jesus’ day considered marriage
obligatory. And those who sought to avoid marriage for
religious reasons were often admired rather than condemned.

It may be helpful to remind your friend that the Bible nowhere
condemns singleness. Indeed, it praises those who choose to
remain single to devote themselves to the work of the Lord
(e.g. 1 Cor. 7:25-38). Point your friend to Matthew 19:12,
where Jesus explains that some people “have renounced marriage
because of the kingdom of heaven” (NIV). Notice His
conclusion, “The one who can accept this should accept it.”
It’'s virtually certain that Jesus had accepted this. He had
renounced marriage to fully devote Himself to the work of His
heavenly Father. What’s more, since there was precedent in the
first century for Jewish men to remain single for religious
reasons, Jesus’ singleness would not have been condemned. Let
your friend know that, contrary to the claims of The Da Vinci
Code, it would have been completely acceptable for Jesus to be
unmarried.



Did Jesus’ Earliest Followers Proclaim
His Deity?

We’'ve considered The Da Vinci Code‘s claim that Jesus was
married and found it wanting. Mark Roberts observed “that most
proponents of the marriage of Jesus thesis have an agenda.
They are trying to strip Jesus of his uniqueness, and
especially his deity.”{34} This is certainly true of The Da
Vinci Code. Not only does it call into question Jesus’ deity
by alleging that He was married, it also maintains that His
earliest followers never even believed He was divine!
According to Teabing, the doctrine of Christ’s deity
originally resulted from a vote at the Council of Nicaea. He
further asserts, “until that moment in history, Jesus was
viewed by His followers as a mortal prophet . . . a great and
powerful man, but a man nonetheless” (233). Did Jesus’
earliest followers really believe that He was just a man? If
our non-Christian friends have questions about this, let’s
view it as a great opportunity to tell them who Jesus really
is!

The Council of Nicaea met in A.D. 325. By then, Jesus’
followers had been proclaiming His deity for nearly three
centuries. Our earliest written sources about the life of
Jesus are found in the New Testament. These first century
documents repeatedly affirm the deity of Christ. For instance,
in his letter to the Colossians, the apostle Paul declared,
“For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily
form” (2:9; see also Rom. 9:5; Phil. 2:5-11; Tit. 2:13). And

John wrote, “In the beginning was the Word . . . and the Word
was God . . . And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us”
(1:1, 14).

There are also affirmations of Jesus’ deity in the writings of
the pre-Nicene church fathers. In the early second century,
Ignatius of Antioch wrote of “our God, Jesus the Christ.”{35}
Similar affirmations can be found throughout these writings.



There’s even non-Christian testimony from the second century
that Christians believed in Christ’s divinity. Pliny the
Younger wrote to Emperor Trajan, around A.D. 112, that the
early Christians “were in the habit of meeting on a certain

fixed day . . . when they sang . . . a hymn to Christ, as to a
god.” {36}

If we humbly share this information with our non-Christian
friends, we can help them see that Christians believed in
Christ’s deity long before the Council of Nicaea. We might
even be able to explain why Christians were so convinced of
His deity that they were willing to die rather than deny 1it.
If so, we can invite our friends to believe in Jesus for
themselves. “For God so loved the world that he gave his one
and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish
but have eternal life” (John 3:16).

If you want your church to be equipped to take advantage of
such opportunities, consider our new study series, Redeeming
The Da Vinci Code, available at Probe.org.

Notes

1. Read more about it at
http://www.filmrot.com/articles/filmrot news/004089.php
(January 15, 2004).

2. Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code (New York: Doubleday,

2003), 1.
3. For example, see Sandra Miesel, “Dismantling the Da
Vinci Code,” at

http://www.crisismagazine.com/september2003/featurel.htm
and James Patrick Holding, “Not InDavincible: A Review
and Critique of The Da Vinci Code,” at
http://www.answers.org/issues/davincicode.html.

4. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, eds., Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers (Reprint. Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1952),
1:549, cited in Norman Geisler and William Nix, A



https://probe.org/documents/redeeming_dvc2.html
http://www.filmrot.com/articles/filmrot_news/004089.php
http://www.crisismagazine.com/september2003/feature1.htm
http://www.answers.org/issues/davincicode.html

10.

11.

12.
13.

14.
15.

16.
17.
18.

19.
20.

General Introduction to the Bible: Revised and Expanded
(Chicago: Moody Press, 1986), 282.

. For more information see Geisler and Nix, A General

Introduction to the Bible, 390.

. Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ (Grand Rapids,

Michigan: Zondervan, 1998), 25.

. Ibid., 39-40.
. Ibid., 40.
. Darrell Bock, Breaking the Da Vinci Code (n.p.: Thomas

Nelson Publishers, 2004), 52 (pre-publication manuscript
copy) .

Ibid., 62-63. See also The Coptic Apocalypse of Peter
and The Second Treatise of the Great Seth in Bart
Ehrman, Lost Scriptures: Books That Did Not Make It Into
The New Testament, (New York: Oxford University Press,
2003), 78-86.

For example, The Coptic Gospel of Thomas (saying 1), in
Ehrman, Lost Scriptures, 20.

Bock, Breaking the Da Vinci Code, 63.

Bart D. Ehrman, Lost Christianities: Christian
Scriptures and the Battles O0Over Authentication
(Chantilly, Virginia: The Teaching Company: Course
Guidebook, part 2, 2002), 37.

Ehrman, Lost Scriptures, 341.

F.F. Bruce, “Canon,” in Dictionary of Jesus and the
Gospels, eds. Joel B. Green, Scot McKnight and I. Howard
Marshall (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press,

1992), 95.
Ibid., 95-96.
Ibid., 96.

Darrell Bock, Breaking the Da Vinci Code (n.p. Thomas
Nelson Publishers, 2004), 25-26 (pre-publication
manuscript copy). I have relied heavily on Dr. Bock’s
analysis in this section.

Ibid., 116-17.

Bart Ehrman, Lost Scriptures: Books That Did Not Make It
Into The New Testament (New York: Oxford University



21.

22.

23.
24
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.

30.
31.

32.

33.

Press, 2003), 35.

Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code (New York: Doubleday,
2003). On page 247 we read, “Sophie had not known a
gospel existed in Magdalene’s words.”

An “apostle” can simply refer to “one sent” as an envoy
or messenger. Mary was an “apostle” in this sense, since
she was sent by Jesus to tell the disciples of His
resurrection.

For more information see Bock, Breaking the Da Vinci
Code, 16-18.

Ehrman, Lost Scriptures, 19.

Bock, Breaking the Da Vinci Code, 22.

Ibid., 21.

Ibid., 20.

In this section I have relied heavily on chapter 3 of
Dr. Bock’s book, Breaking the Da Vinci Code, pp. 40-49
(pre-publication copy).

Philo, Hypothetica, 11.14-17, cited in Bock, Breaking
the Da Vinci Code, 43.

Ibid., 44.
Mark D. Roberts, “Was Jesus Married? A Careful Look at
the Real Evidence,” at

http://www.markdroberts.com/htmfiles/resources/jesusmarr
ied.htm, January, 2004.

Ignatius of Antioch, “Ephesians,” 18:2, cited in Jack N.
Sparks, ed., The Apostolic Fathers, trans. Robert M.
Grant (New York: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1978), 83.
Pliny, Letters, transl. by William Melmoth, rev. by
W.M.L. Hutchinson (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press,
1935), vol. II, X:96, cited in Habermas, The Historical
Jesus, 199.

© 2006 Probe Ministries



http://www.markdroberts.com/htmfiles/resources/jesusmarried.htm
http://www.markdroberts.com/htmfiles/resources/jesusmarried.htm

“Will Jesus Bear His
Nailprints Forever?”

Sometime back I was told that Jesus will bear the marks of the
nails on his hands and feet forever (eternity). Is there a
scripture reference to back this up?

There 1s no scripture that explicitly says Christ will bear
His scars for all eternity. However, they are part of His
resurrected body. After Thomas insisted that he would not
believe unless he saw the imprint of the nails, and put his
finger into the place of the nails, and put his hand into His
side, John 20:27 records the Lord Jesus telling Thomas, “Reach
here with your finger, and see My hands; and reach here your
hand and put it into My side; and do not be unbelieving, but
believing.”

I believe that the scars on Jesus’ body are the most beautiful
things in all of heaven, and we will want to fall down and
worship Him and touch (and even kiss!) His scars with awe;
they are excruciating proof of His love for us.

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

What Do I Say Now?

“True for You, But Not For Me”

Since the church began, objections have been raised to the
faith. They have varied according to the beliefs and mindset
of the day. To be effective in taking a stand for the truth,
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Christians have had to know the current questions and
objections. Maybe youve heard some of the more common
objections today such as “Jesus never claimed to be God,” or,
“What gives you the right to say other peoples morals are
wrong?” Or how about, “That might be true for you, but its not
true for me.” Sometimes these objections are well thought out,
but often they sound more like slogans, catch-phrases the non-
believer has heard but to which he or she probably hasnt given
much thought.

If objections such as these have brought an abrupt end to any
of your conversations because you werent sure how to respond,
a book published last year might be just what you need. The
title is “True For You, But Not For Me”: Deflating the Slogans
That Leave Christians Speechless, and it was written by Paul
Copan, an associate with Ravi Zacharias International
Ministries. Copans goal in this book is to provide responses
for Christians who find themselves stumped by the objections
of critics. To that end he deals with objections in such areas
as knowledge of truth, morality, the uniqueness of Christ, and
the hope of those whove never heard the Gospel.

In this article, Ill pull out a few of these objections and
give brief answers, some from Copan, and some of my own.

Before doing that, however, I need to make an important point.
If non-believers are doing nothing more than sloganeering by
hurling objections that they really dont understand, rattling
off memorized answers that we dont understand, Christians can
be guilty of the same behavior of our opponents. Even though
the objections might sound recorded, our answers neednt. Thus,
I strongly suggest that you get a copy of Copans book or
obtain some other books on apologetics which will fill in the
gaps left by our discussion.

Relativism

Lets begin with a brief look at the issue of relativism and



what it means for discussions about Christianity.

Relativism shows itself primarily in matters of truth and
morality. When we say that truth is relative, we mean that it
differs according to the times, or to particular
circumstances, or to differing tastes and interests. It is the
denial that objective truth exists; that is, truth that
applies to all people and for all time. Now, most people will
probably agree that there is truth in matters of scientific
fact, but with respect to religion and morality, each person
is said to have his or her own truth. Such things are matters
of opinion at best, and are true only relative to particular
individuals.

The implications of this are enormous. Evangelism, or the
effort to persuade people to believe that the Gospel is true,
is prohibited.{1} The claim to have the truth about a persons
relationship with God 1is considered arrogant or elitist.
Tolerance becomes the “cardinal virtue.”{2} The rule seems to
be this: Follow your own heart, and dont interfere with anyone
following his or hers.

These are problems which relativism produces in dealing with
others. But what about our own Christianity? If truth isnt
fixed, maybe I should just drop all this Christian business
when it becomes inconvenient.

Relativism with Respect to Knowledge

Lets consider the objection represented in the title of Copans
book: that is, “Well, that may be true for you, but its not
for me.” Here the non-believer is essentially saying that its
okay for you to adopt Christianity if you choose— that it can
be your truth. But as far as hes concerned, he has not chosen
to believe it— for whatever reasons— so it isnt true for him.

This objection would make better sense if the critic said,
“Christianity is meaningful for you, but it isnt for me.” Or,



“Christianity might work for you, but it doesnt for me.” These
are reasonable objections and invite serious discussion about
the meaning of Christ for every individual and how
Christianity “works” in our lives. But the objection voiced 1is
that Christianity is true for some people, but not for others.
How can that be? Truth is that which is real or statements
about what is really the case. “True for you, but not for me”
can only be a valid idea if truth is relative to persons,
times, circumstances, or places.

The Christian should question the person about this. Does he
believe that truth is relative? If so, then hes actually
undercutting his own claims. You see, the statement, “It may
be true for you, but its not for me,” becomes relative as
well. No statement the person makes can be considered a fixed
truth that everyone— even the relativist— should believe. So,
our first response might be to point out that, based upon his
own relativistic views, anything he says 1is relative; its
truth-status might change tomorrow. So theres no reason for
anyone to take it seriously.{3}

On a deeper level we can point out that if theres no
objective, fixed truth, all meaningful conversation will grind
to a halt. If nothing a person says can be taken as true or
false in the normal sense, the listener wont know if the
speaker really means what he says. What would be the value,
for example, of reading the cautions on a bottle of pills if
the meaning and truth of the words arent set? Trying to
communicate ideas when truth and meaning fluctuate like the
stock market is like trying to nail Jell-0 to a wall. Theres
no way to get hold of any idea with which to agree or
disagree.

The non-believer might object that not all matters are
relative, only matters of religion and morality. However, the
burden is on the relativist to prove that matters of religion
and morality are relative, for it isnt obvious that this is
so. Why should these matters be treated differently with



respect to truth than others? The fact that one cant debate
morality on the basis of evidences as one would, say, a
scientific issue doesnt mean that the truth about it cant be
known. More important, however, is the fact that Christianity
in particular is tied very tightly to historical events which
are matters of fact.

Christianity cant be true for one person but not for another.
Either it is true— and all should believe— or it isnt— and it
should be discarded.

Moral Relativism

Lets turn our attention to objections regarding morality. One
objection we hear is similar to one weve already discussed
about truth. Non-believers will say, “Your values might be
right for you, but they arent for me.”{4}

First, we need to understand the historic Christian view of
morality. According to Scripture, morals are grounded in God.
As God is unchanging, so also is His morality. As Paul Copan
notes, such morals are discovered, not invented.{5} They are
objective; they do not come from within you or me, but are
true completely apart from us.

Having abandoned God as the standard for morality and replaced
Him with ourselves, some say there is no objective morality.
When told that a certain individual believed that morality is
a sham, Samuel Johnson responded, “Why sir, if he really
believes there is no distinction between virtue and vice, let
us count our spoons before he leaves.”{6} Johnsons quip doesnt
prove that morals are objective, but it indicates how well
have to live if they arent. If matters of morality are
relative, how can we trust anything another person says about
moral issues? For example, if a person says that you can trust
him to hold your money for you because he is honest, how do
you know whether what he means by “honest” is what you mean by
it? And how can you be sure he wont decide once he has your



money that honesty isnt such a good policy after all? Such a
situation would be “existentially (or practically)
unworkable.” {7}

Paul Copan argues that we know intuitively that some things
are wrong for everyone. Ask the non-believer if torture, slave
labor, and rape are okay for some people. Ask him if there is
a moral distinction between the labors of the late Mother
Teresa and Adolph Hitler. Or press him even further and ask
how he would respond if he were arrested and beaten for no
reason, or if someone pounded his car with a sledgehammer.{8}
Would he feel better knowing that the perpetrators found
personal fulfillment in such activities? Or would he cry
“Unfair!”?

Some non-believers are willing to concede that within a given
society there must be moral standards in order for people to
live together in peace. However, theyll say, differences
between cultures are legitimate. Thus, theyll complain, “Who
are you to say another cultures values are wrong?”{9} One
culture has no right to force its morality on another.

But is it true that moral standards are culturally relative?
Or perhaps the better question should be, Is it really likely
that the non-believer believes this himself? You might recall
the Womens Conference in Beijing several years ago.
Representatives from all over the world gathered to plan
strategies for gaining rights for women who were being
oppressed. Could a cultural relativist support such a
conference? Its hard to see how. Cultural relativism leaves a
society with its hands tied in the face of atrocities
committed by people of other cultures. But as we have noted
before, we know intuitively that some things are wrong, not
just for me or my culture but for all peoples and all
cultures. To take a firm stand against the immoral acts of
individuals or cultures one needs the foundation of moral
absolutes.



Religious Pluralism

Christians today, especially on college campuses, are free to
believe as they please and practice their Christianity as they
wish . . . as long as they arent foolish enough to actually
say out loud that they believe that Jesus is the only way to
God. Nothing brings on the wrath of non-believers and invites
insults and name- calling like claims for the exclusivity of
Christ.

Religious pluralism is in vogue today. Many people believe
either that religions are truly different but equally valid
since no one really knows the truth about ultimate realities.
Others believe that the adherents of at least all the major
religions are really worshipping the same “Higher Being;"” they
just call him (or it) by different names. Religions are
superficially different, they believe, but essentially the
same.

Lets look at a couple of objections stemming from a
pluralistic mindset.

One objection 1is that “Christianity is arrogant and
imperialistic”{10} for presenting itself as the only way. Of
course, Christians can act in an arrogant and imperialistic
manner, and in such cases they deserve to be called down. But
this objection often arises simply as a response to the claim
of exclusivity regardless of the Christians manner. The only
way this claim could be arrogant, however, is if there are
indeed competing religions or philosophies which are equally
valid. So, to make a valid point, the critic needs to prove
that Christianity isnt what it claims to be.

As Copan notes, it can just as easily be the critic who 1is
arrogant. Pluralists who reinterpret religious beliefs to suit
their pluralism are in effect telling Christians, Muslims,
Hindus, etc., what it is they really believe. Like the king of
Benares who knows that the blind men are really touching an



elephant when they think they are touching a wall or a rope or
something else, the pluralist believes he or she knows what
all the adherents of the major world religions dont. The
pluralist must have a view of truth that others dont. That 1is
arrogance.{11}

Youve probably heard this objection to the exclusive claims of
Christ: “If you grew up in India, youd be a Hindu.”{12} The
assertion is that we only believe what we do because thats the
way we were brought up. This argument commits what is called
the genetic fallacy. It tries to explain away a belief or idea
based upon its source. But as Copan says, “What if we tell a
Marxist or a conservative Republican that if he had been
raised in Nazi Germany, he would have belonged to the Hitler
Youth? He will probably agree but ask what your point is.”{13}
The same argument, in fact, could be turned back on the
pluralist to explain his belief in pluralism! Copan quotes
Alvin Plantinga who says, “Pluralism isnt and hasnt been
widely popular in the world at large; if the pluralist had
been born in Madagascar, or medieval France, he probably
wouldnt have been a pluralist. Does it follow that he shouldnt
be a pluralist. . . ?"{14} The pluralist, 1in todays
relativistic climate, is just as apt to be going along with
the beliefs of his culture. So why should we believe him?

The Uniqueness of Christ

The idea that Jesus is the only way to God has always been a
stumbling block for non-Christians. Lets consider two specific
objections stemming from this claim.

Even people who have made no commitment to Christ as Lord hold
Him in very high regard. Jesus is usually at or near the top
of lists of the greatest people who ever lived. But as odd as
it seems, people find a way to categorize Jesus so that they
can regard Him as one of the greatest humans ever to have
lived while rejecting His central teachings! Thus, one way to
deflect the Christian message 1isnt so much an outright



rejection of the faith as it is a reduction of it. Thus, a
slogan often heard is “Jesus is just like any other great
religious leader.”{15}

One has to wonder, however, how a man can be considered only a
great religious teacher (or to have a high level of “God-
consciousness”, as some say) who made the kinds of claims
Jesus did, or who did the works that He did. Consider the
claims He made for Himself: that He could forgive sins, that
He would judge the world, that He and the Father are one. None
of the other great religious teachers made such claims.
Furthermore, none of the others rose from the dead to give
credence to what He taught.

A favorite objection to arguments for the deity of Christ 1is
that Jesus never said, “I am God”.{16} But does the fact that
there is no record of Him saying those exact words mean that
He didnt see Himself as such?

What reasons do we have for believing Jesus was divine? Here
are a few.{17} He claimed to have a unique relationship to the
Father (John 20:17). He accepted the title “The Christ, the
Son of the Blessed One” (Mark 14:61-62). He identified Himself
with the Son of Man in Daniels prophecies who was understood
to be the Messiah, the special one sent from God (Matt. 26:64,
Dan. 7:13). He spoke on His own authority as though Gods
commands were His own (Mark 1:27). He claimed to forgive sins
which 1is something only God can do (Mark 2:1-12). He called
for devotion to Himself, not just to God (Matt. 10:34-39). He
identified Himself with the “I Am” of the 0ld Testament (John
8:57-59). As Copan notes, “Jesus didnt need to explicitly
assert his divinity because his words and deeds and self-
understanding assumed his divine status.”{18}

If this is so, why didnt Jesus plainly say, “I am God”? There
are several possible reasons. First, He came to minister to
the Jews first. Being so strongly monotheistic, they would
have killed Jesus the first time He referred to Himself as



God. Second, “God” is a term mostly reserved for the Father.
It serves to highlight His authority even over the second
Person of the Trinity. Third, Jesus humanity was just as
important as His deity. To refer to Himself as God would have
caused His deity to overshadow His humanity. Remember that the
Incarnation was a new and strange thing. It was something that
most people had to be eased into. Conclusion

Although Christians cant be expected to have satisfactory
answers to all the possible objections people can throw our
way, with a little study we can learn some sound responses to
some of the clichéd objections of our day. Phrases little
understood and tossed out in a knee-jerk fashion can still
have a profound influence upon us. We need to recognize them
and defuse them.

If you still think youd like more ammunition, get a copy of
Paul Copans book. Youll be glad you did.
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