
Gospel  Truth  or  Fictitious
Gossip?
Dr. Michael Gleghorn provides good reasons to believe that the
stories about Jesus were reliably preserved by his followers
before being recorded in the Gospels.

Forgetting What Lies Behind?
It was late at night and the university library was about to
close. I was feverishly working to complete a project for one
of my classes. A bell sounded, indicating it was time to shut
down and leave the building. As I and a few other students
began shutting down our computers to go home for the night, a
security  guard  suddenly  began  yelling  at  us  to  leave  the
building  immediately!  Apparently  we  weren’t  moving  quickly
enough, and the guard, probably tired from a long day at work,
was quite irritated. We told her we would leave as soon as we
could, but it would take us a few minutes to pack up. Annoyed,
she wrote down our names and threatened to report us to the
administration. We, in turn, returned the favor, taking down
her name and saying that we would report how rudely we were
treated.

When I got back to my apartment, I immediately
wrote down what had happened. I wanted to be sure
that if I was contacted by the administration, I
would  have  an  accurate  report  of  the  evening’s
events. Knowing how fallible human memory can be, I wanted to
write everything down while it was still fresh in my mind.
Most people would say this was a wise thing to do.

But it raises an interesting question about the New Testament
Gospels. Although liberal and conservative scholars differ a
bit over when these documents were written, most would agree
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that the earliest Gospel (probably Mark) was written anywhere
from twenty to forty years after Jesus’ death. And the latest,
the Gospel of John, probably dates to around sixty years after
Jesus’ death.

But why did they wait so long to write their accounts? Some
scholars say this was plenty of time for Jesus’ followers to
distort and embellish their Master’s original words and deeds.
Consequently, they insist, by the time the ministry of Jesus
was recorded in the Gospels, it had already reached a form
that was partly fictional. In short, the oral tradition which
lies behind the Gospels is alleged to have been corrupted
before the Gospel writers ever “put pen to papyrus.”{1} In the
words of the Jesus Seminar:

The  Jesus  of  the  gospels  is  an  imaginative  theological
construct,  into  which  has  been  woven  traces  of  that
enigmatic sage from Nazareth—traces that cry out for . . .
liberation from . . . those whose faith overpowered their
memories. The search for the authentic Jesus is a search for
the forgotten Jesus.{2}

Is  this  true?  Did  the  faith  of  Jesus’  earliest  followers
really overpower their memories of what Jesus said and did? Is
our faith in the Gospels well-placed—or misplaced? In the
remainder  of  this  article  we’ll  see  that  there  are  good
reasons to believe that the Gospel writers told us the “Gospel
truth” about Jesus!

Why the Wait?
Do the New Testament Gospels accurately preserve for us the
things which Jesus said and did? Many liberal scholars don’t
think so. They maintain that the oral tradition upon which the
Gospels  are  based  became  quickly  corrupted  by  the  early
church. If they’re right, then some of what we read about
Jesus in the Gospels never really happened. As some of the



fellows of the Jesus Seminar put it:

Scholars of the gospels are faced with a . . . problem: Much
of the lore recorded in the gospels and elsewhere in the
Bible  is  folklore,  which  means  that  it  is  wrapped  in
memories that have been edited, deleted, augmented, and
combined many times over many years.{3}

This raises some important questions for us to consider. How
carefully was the oral tradition about the words and deeds of
Jesus  transmitted  in  the  early  church?  Does  the  evidence
indicate whether or not it was corrupted before the Gospels
were written? And why on earth did the Gospel writers wait so
long to write their accounts?

Let’s  begin  with  that  last  question.  Why  did  the  Gospel
writers wait so long to record the ministry of Jesus? Let me
offer two responses to this question. First, compared with
other  ancient  biographies  that  are  generally  considered
reliable, the Gospels were written relatively soon after the
events they narrate. The Gospels were written anywhere from
twenty to sixty years after the death of Jesus. Although this
may initially seem like a long time, it’s still well within
the  lifetime  of  eyewitnesses  who  could  either  confirm  or
contradict  these  accounts  of  Jesus’  public  ministry.  By
contrast, “The two earliest biographies of Alexander the Great
were  written  .  .  .  more  than  four  hundred  years  after
Alexander’s death . . . yet historians consider them to be
generally trustworthy.”{4} Comparatively speaking, then, the
Gospel writers really didn’t wait long at all to write their
accounts.

Secondly, however, we may not even be looking at this issue
correctly. As the authors of the recent book, Reinventing
Jesus, point out:

It might be better to ask, Why were the Gospels written at
all?  If  we  think  in  categories  of  delay,  then  this



presupposes that the writing of the Gospels was in the minds
of these authors from the beginning. However, this is almost
certainly not the case. What was paramount in the apostles’
earliest motives was oral proclamation of the gospel.{5}

In the early years of the church the story of Jesus was being
told and retold by eyewitnesses of these events. But still,
some might ask, might these “events” have become gradually
embellished  with  the  story’s  retelling,  so  that  what’s
recorded in the Gospels is no longer trustworthy?

To Tell the Old, Old Story
How accurately was the oral tradition about Jesus’ life and
ministry preserved before being written down? Was it corrupted
by  his  earliest  followers  prior  to  being  recorded  in  the
Gospels? Many liberal scholars think so. But there are good
reasons to think otherwise.

In  the  first  place,  we  must  remember  that  “the  interval
between Jesus and the written Gospels was not dormant.”{6} In
fact,  this  period  was  filled  with  a  tremendous  amount  of
activity. The earliest followers of Jesus told and retold his
story wherever they went. This is important, for as a recent
book on Jesus observes:

If the earliest proclamation about Jesus was altered in
later years, then surely first-generation Christians would
know about the changes and would object to them. It would
not even take outsiders to object to the “new and improved
Christianity,” since those who were already believers would
have serious problems with the differences in the content of
their belief.{7}

Not only this, but New Testament scholar Craig Blomberg lists
many other reasons for believing that this oral tradition was
accurately transmitted by Jesus’ earliest followers.{8} First,
Jesus’ followers believed that He “proclaimed God’s Word in a



way which demanded careful retelling.” Second, over ninety
percent  of  his  teachings  contained  “poetic  elements  which
would have made them easy to memorize.” Third, “the almost
universal method of education in antiquity, and especially in
Israel, was rote memorization, which enabled people accurately
to recount quantities of material far greater than all of the
Gospels put together.” And fourth, “written notes and a kind
of shorthand were often privately kept by rabbis and their
disciples.”  Although  we  can’t  be  sure  that  any  of  Jesus’
disciples kept written notes of His teachings, it’s at least
possible that they did.

Finally, we must bear in mind that the Gospels are not the
product  of  merely  one  person’s  memories  of  the  events  of
Jesus’ life. Instead, the oral tradition which lies behind the
Gospels  is  based  on  numerous  eyewitness  reports.  This  is
extremely important, for as the authors of Reinventing Jesus
remind us, the disciples’ “recollections were not individual
memories but collective ones—confirmed by other eyewitnesses
and burned into their minds by the constant retelling of the
story. . . . Memory in community is a deathblow to the view
that the disciples simply forgot the real Jesus.”{9}

What About the Differences?
Thus, there are excellent reasons for believing that the first
Christians accurately preserved and transmitted the stories
about Jesus before they were recorded in the New Testament
Gospels. But if this is so, then how do we explain the fact
that the sayings of Jesus and his disciples are sometimes
worded differently in different Gospels?

To cite just one example, consider the different ways in which
the Gospel writers record the dialogue between Jesus and his
disciples on the occasion of Peter’s famous confession at
Caesarea Philippi. Jesus begins by asking his disciples a
question, but Matthew, Mark, and Luke each word the question



differently. Matthew records Jesus asking, “Who do people say
the  Son  of  Man  is?”  (Matt.  16:13).{10}  But  in  Mark  the
question reads a bit differently, “Who do people say I am?”
(Mark 8:27). And in Luke it’s a bit different still, “Who do
the crowds say I am?” (Luke 9:18).

Not only is the precise wording of Jesus’ question different
in each of these Gospels, but the wording of Peter’s response
is as well. In Matthew, Peter answers, “You are the Christ,
the Son of the living God” (16:16). But in Mark he simply
says, “You are the Christ” (8:29), and in Luke, “The Christ of
God” (9:20).

Now clearly these are not major differences. In each case the
gist of what’s said is the same. But we must also acknowledge
that in each case the details are different. What’s going on
here? If the stories about Jesus were accurately preserved
before being recorded in the Gospels, then why are there these
subtle, yet real, differences in the words attributed to Jesus
and Peter in each of these three accounts? Or to put this
question  in  the  words  of  Darrell  Bock,  how  are  we  to
understand such sayings in the Gospels—are they live, jive, or
memorex?{11}

On the one hand, the view which says such sayings are merely
unhistorical “jive” just doesn’t do justice to the evidence
we’ve  already  considered  regarding  how  carefully  the  oral
tradition  about  the  life  of  Jesus  was  transmitted  by  his
earliest followers. Nor does this view adequately account for
both the internal and external evidence for the historical
reliability of the Gospels.{12}

On the other hand, the “memorex” view, which holds that the
Gospel accounts of Jesus’ spoken words represent the exact
words He spoke on the occasions reported, doesn’t seem to
square with the actual evidence of the Gospels themselves. The
Gospel writers do, as we saw above, report the words of Jesus
and his disciples differently, and this is so even in cases



where we can be quite confident that the incident occurred
only once.

This leaves us with only one more option to consider.

A “Live” Option
Dr. Darrell Bock has persuasively argued for what he calls a
“live” option in explaining the differences between the Gospel
accounts.{13} He describes this option this way:

Each Evangelist retells the . . . words of Jesus in a fresh
way . . . while . . . accurately presenting the “gist” of
what Jesus said. . . . [T]his approach . . . recognizes the
Jesus tradition as “live” in its dynamic and quality. We
clearly hear Jesus . . . but . . . there is summary and
emphasis in the complementary portraits that each Evangelist
gives . . . .{14}

In other words, the Gospel writers are not always giving us
Jesus’ exact words, but they are always giving us his genuine
voice.  This  distinction  is  absolutely  necessary.  For  one
thing, it helps explain the observed differences among Jesus’
sayings in the Gospels. It also sits well with the fact that
most of these sayings had already been translated by the time
they were first recorded. You see, most of Jesus’ original
teaching  would  have  been  done  in  Aramaic,  the  dominant
language  of  first-century  Palestine.  The  Gospels,  however,
were written in Greek. Since “most of Jesus’ teaching in the
Gospels is already a translation,” we’re not reading his exact
words  even  when  we’re  reading  the  Gospels  in  Greek.{15}
Finally, Jesus’ longest speeches can be read in a matter of
minutes. Yet “we know that Jesus kept his audiences for hours
at a time (e.g., Mark 6:34-36).” It seems evident, then, “that
the writers gave us a . . . summarized presentation of what
Jesus said and did.”{16}

But if the “live” option is correct, and the Gospels don’t



always give us Jesus’ exact words, does this mean that their
reports of Jesus’ teaching are untrustworthy? Not at all. The
way in which the Gospel writers recorded the words and deeds
of  Jesus  was  totally  consistent  with  the  way  in  which
responsible histories were written in the ancient world. As
Dr. Bock observes, “the Greek standard of reporting speeches
required a concern for accuracy in reporting the gist of what
had  been  said,  even  if  the  exact  words  were  not  .  .  .
recorded.”{17}

This is exactly what a careful study of the Gospels reveals
about the way in which their authors reported the words of
Jesus. Although these writers lived before the invention of
audio  recorders,  they  nonetheless  strove  to  honestly  and
reliably record the gist of Jesus’ teachings. We can therefore
read these documents with confidence that they are telling us
the “Gospel truth” about Jesus in a fresh and dynamic way.
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The  Gospel  of  Thomas  –  A
Christian Evaluation
Don Closson looks at the Gospel of Thomas, considering its
relationship  to  the  four  gospels  included  in  the  New
Testament. His Christian evaluation of this text demonstrates
that it is a later work written in the fourth century after
Christ  and  inconsistent  with  the  original  first  century
writings. Some of the ideas presented in this document were
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rejected by the early church of the first century.

What Is It, and Why Is It Important?
Anyone who has visited the Wikipedia web site, the online
encyclopedia with almost two million entries, knows that while
the information is usually presented in a scholarly style, it
can be a bit slanted at times. So when I recently read its
entry for the “Gospel of Thomas,” I was not surprised to find
it leaning towards the view that this letter is probably an
early document, earlier than the other four Gospels of the New
Testament, and an authentic product of the apostle known as
Didymus or Thomas. The two Wikipedia sources most mentioned in
support  of  this  position  are  Elaine  Pagels,  professor  of
religion at Princeton, and the group of scholars known as the
Jesus  Seminar.  Both  are  known  for  their  distaste  for
evangelical theology and traditional views on the canon in
general.

What  I  found  more  interesting,  though,  is  the
background discussion on the article. Wikipedia includes a
running dialogue of the debates that determine what actually
gets posted into the article, as well as what gets removed,
and here the discussion can be a bit more emotional. One
contributor argues that no Christian should be allowed to
contribute because of their bias and commitment to the canon
of the New Testament. He adds that only atheists and Jews
should  be  allowed  to  participate  (no  bias  here).  The
discussion  also  reflects  the  idea  that  as  early  as  the
beginning  of  the  second  century,  the  Catholic  Church  was
conducting a massive conspiracy to keep certain texts and
ideas out of the public’s hands and minds.

For those who have never heard of the Gospel of Thomas, let me
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provide some background. A copy of the Gospel of Thomas was
found among thirteen leather-bound books in Egypt in 1945 near
a town called Nag Hammadi. The books themselves are dated to
be  about  A.D.  350  to  380  and  are  written  in  the  Coptic
language. The Gospel of Thomas contains one hundred fourteen
sayings that are mostly attributed to Jesus. Parts of Thomas
had been uncovered in the 1890s in the form of three Greek
papyrus fragments. The book opens with a prologue that reads,
“These are the secret words that the living Jesus spoke and
Judas, even Thomas, wrote,” which is followed by the words
“the Gospel according to Thomas.”{1}

Why should Christians take the time to think about this book
called by some “the fifth gospel”? Mainly, because the Gospel
of Thomas is one of the oldest texts found at Nag Hammadi, and
because it is being offered by some scholars as an authentic
form of early Christianity that competed with the traditional
Gospels but was unfairly suppressed.

Dating and Canonicity
Elaine Pagels of Princeton University argues that there was an
early competition between the Gospel of John and the Gospel of
Thomas,  and  that  it  was  mishandled  by  the  early  Church
Fathers.  As  a  result,  Christianity  may  have  adopted  an
incorrect view of who Jesus was and what his message actually
taught.

A key component in this debate is the question of when the
Gospel of Thomas was written. Pagels defends a date earlier
than the Gospel of John, which would put it before A.D. 90.
She and others support this idea by arguing that Thomas is
different in both form and content than the other gospels and
that it has material in common with an early source referred
to as Q. Many New Testament scholars argue that there existed
an early written text they call Q and that Matthew and Luke
both drew from it. Since Q predated Matthew and Luke, it



follows that it is earlier than John’s Gospel as well.

However, most scholars believe that Thomas is a second century
work and that it was written in Syria.{2} Thomas may contain
sayings  going  back  to  Jesus  that  are  independent  of  the
Gospels, but most of the material is rearranged and restated
ideas from Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.

An argument against an early Thomas is called the criterion of
multiple attestations.{3} It goes something like this. The
many early testimonies that we have regarding the teachings of
Jesus contain material on the end times and a final judgment.
These  early  testimonies  include  Mark,  what  is  common  to
Matthew and Luke (i.e., what is in Q), what is unique to
Matthew, and what is unique to Luke. All include end times
teaching by Jesus. Thomas does not. Instead, Thomas seems to
teach that the kingdom has already arrived in full and that no
future  event  need  occur.  The  Gospel  of  Thomas  shows  the
development of later ideas that rejected Jewish beliefs and
show the inclusion of pagan Greek thought.

Craig Evans argues that the Gospel of Thomas was not written
prior to A.D. 175 or 180.{4} He believes that Thomas shows
knowledge of the New Testament writings and that it contains
Gospel material that is seen as late. Evans adds that the
structure of Thomas shows a striking similarity to Tatian’s
Diatessaron  which  was  a  harmonization  of  the  four  New
Testament Gospels and was written after A.D. 170. This late
date would exclude Thomas from consideration for the canon
because it would be too late to have a direct connection to
one of the apostles.

Gospel Competition
Was  there  a  marketplace  of  widespread  and  equally  viable
religious ideas in the early church, or was there a clear
tradition handed down by the apostles and defended by the



Church Fathers that accurately and exclusively communicated
the teachings of Jesus Christ?

A  group  of  Scholars  sometimes  known  as  the  “New  School”
believe that the Gospel of Thomas is an alternative source for
understanding who the real Jesus is and what he taught. As
noted earlier, Elaine Pagels and the Jesus Seminar are two of
the better known sources that defend the authenticity and
early date of the Thomas letter. They believe that orthodoxy
was up for grabs within the early Christian community, and
that John’s Gospel, written around A.D. 90, was unfairly used
by Irenaeus in the late second century to exclude and suppress
the Thomas material.

Pagels writes that Irenaeus, in his attempt to “stabilize”
Christianity, imposed a “canon, creed, and hierarchy” on the
church in response to “devastating persecution” from the pagan
and Jewish population, and in the process he suppressed other
legitimate forms of spirituality.{5} Pagels admits that by
A.D. 200 “Christianity had become an institution headed by a
three-rank hierarchy of bishops, priests, and deacons, who
understood themselves to be the guardians of the one ‘true
faith’.”{6} But it is not entirely clear to Pagels that the
right people and ideas won the day; we could be missing an
important aspect of what Jesus taught.

Because of this she believes that we need to rethink what
orthodoxy and heterodoxy mean. Just because Irenaeus labeled a
set  of  ideas  as  heretical  or  placed  a  group  of  writings
outside of the inspired canon of the New Testament doesn’t
necessarily  mean  that  he  was  right.  Pagels  adds  that
Christianity  would  be  a  richer  faith  if  it  allowed  the
traditions and ideas that Irenaeus fought against back into
church.

Evangelicals have no problem with the idea that there were
competing  beliefs  in  the  early  church  environment.  The
biblical account mentions several: Simon the magician in Acts,



Hymenaeus and Philetus in 1 Timothy, and the docetists, who
believed that Jesus only “appeared to be in the flesh,” are
referred to in John’s epistles. However, they do not agree
with Pagels’ conclusions.

The various religious ideas competing with the traditional
view  were  rejected  by  the  earliest  and  most  attested  to
sources handed down to us from the early church. They were
systematically rejected even before Irenaeus or the emergence
of the canon in the third and fourth centuries.

Contents
Attempts to classify the contents of the Gospel of Thomas have
been almost as controversial as dating it. Those who support
it  being  an  early  and  authentic  witness  to  the  life  and
ministry of Jesus argue that it offers a form of Christianity
more compelling than the traditional view. For instance, in
her  book  Beyond  Belief,  Elaine  Pagels  explains  how  she
discovered an unexpected spiritual power in the Gospel of
Thomas. She writes, ‘It doesn’t tell you what to believe but
challenges us to discover what lies hidden within ourselves;
and,  with  a  shock  of  recognition,  I  realized  that  this
perspective  seemed  to  me  self-evidently  true.”{7}  This
statement  comes  after  a  time  in  her  life  when  she  had
consciously  rejected  the  teachings  of  evangelical
Christianity. It also coincides with the height of the self-
actualization  movement  of  psychologists  Carl  Rogers  and
Abraham Maslow which would have made the Jesus of the Gospel
of Thomas seem very modern. Pagels argues that just because
Thomas sounds different to us, it is not necessarily wrong,
heretical, or Gnostic.

So  what  does  Thomas  teach?  On  a  spectrum  between  the
traditional gospel on one end and full blown Gnosticism of the
late second century on the other, Thomas is closer to the four
traditional  Gospels  of  Matthew  Mark,  Luke,  and  John.  It



includes comments about the kingdom of God, prophetic sayings,
and beatitudes, and doesn’t contain Gnostic elements regarding
the  creation  of  the  world  and  multiple  layers  of  deity.
However, its one hundred fourteen sayings portray Jesus as
more Buddhist than Jewish.

According  to  Darrell  Bock,  professor  of  New  Testament  at
Dallas Theological Seminary, “the bulk of the gospel seems to
reflect  recastings  of  the  synoptic  material,  that  is,  a
reworking of material from Matthew, Mark, and Luke.” In doing
so,  Jesus  comes  across  more  as  a  wise  sage  turning  his
followers inward for salvation rather than towards himself as
a  unique  atonement  for  sin.  For  instance,  Saying  Three
includes the words, ‘When you come to know yourselves, then
you will become known, and you will realize that you are sons
of the living father. But if you do not know yourselves, you
dwell in poverty and it is you who are that poverty.'” Bock
concludes that ‘In Thomas, the key to God’s kingdom is self-
knowledge and self-understanding. Spiritual awakening produces
life.”{8}

Even if the Gospel of Thomas is a first century document, it
is offering a different gospel. Early church leaders compared
the teachings of Thomas with the oral tradition handed down
from  the  apostles  and  with  the  traditional  gospels  and
rejected Thomas.

Summary
Although the focus here has been the Gospel of Thomas, our
discussion is part of a larger debate. This larger question
asks which ideas and texts present in the first and second
century should be considered Christian and included in what we
call the canon of Scripture. In other words, are there ideas
and texts that were unfairly suppressed by individuals or the
organized church in the early days of Christianity?



In his book The Missing Gospels, Darrell Bock lists three
major problems with the view held by those who think that we
should  include  the  Gospel  of  Thomas  and  other  so  called
“missing gospels” into the sphere of orthodox Christianity.

First,  this  group  undervalues  the  evidence  that  the
traditional sources are still “our best connection to the
Christian faith’s earliest years.”{9} Elaine Pagels and others
work hard to show that all religious ideas during this time
period are human products and have equal merit. They also
claim that we know little about who wrote the four Gospels of
the NT, often implying that they too could be forgeries.

While  there  is  a  healthy  debate  surrounding  the  evidence
supporting the traditional works, Bock asserts that, “the case
that the Gospels are rooted in apostolic connections either
directly by authorship or by apostolic association is far
greater  for  the  four  Gospels  than  for  any  of  the  other
alternative gospels,” including Thomas.{10} He adds that “the
Gospels we have in the fourfold collection have a line of
connection to the earliest days and figures of the Christian
faith that the alternatives texts do not possess. For example,
the Church Father Clement, writing in A.D. 95 states, ‘The
apostles  received  the  gospel  for  us  from  the  Lord  Jesus
Christ; Jesus the Christ was sent forth from God. So Christ is
from God, and the apostles are from Christ. . . . Having
therefore received their orders and being fully assured by the
resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ and full of faith in the
Word of God, they went forth.”{11}

Secondly, supporters of these alternative texts fail to admit
that  the  ideas  taught  by  the  “missing  gospels”  about  the
nature of God, the work and person of Christ, and the nature
of  salvation  were  immediately  rejected  from  the  mid-first
century on.{12}

Finally, those who support Thomas are wrong when they claim
that “there simply was variety in the first two centuries,



with  neither  side  possessing  an  implicit  right  to  claim
authority.”{13} Instead, there was a core belief system built
upon the foundation of the Old Testament Scriptures and the
life of Jesus Christ.

As Bock argues, Irenaeus and others who rejected the ideas
found  in  the  Gospel  of  Thomas  were  not  the  creators  of
orthodoxy, they were created by it.
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Are the Ideas of the Jesus
Seminar  Now  Catholic
Doctrine?
 

I  am  a  philosophy  major  at  Oregon  State  University  where
Marcus  Borg  is  a  professor.  Many  of  the  churches  in  our
community ascribe to his teaching.

Here is my question…I have a dear friend that grew up in an
evangelical Catholic home and knows Christ as her personal
savior. She has been attending the local Catholic church here
in Corvallis and recently has been strongly confronted by one
of the deacons on issues surrounding the literalism of the
Bible (i.e. the ideas of the Jesus Seminar, taught by Borg).
The deacon has been telling her that Biblical non-literalism
as Borg teaches is part of Catholic doctrine and part of the
Catechism. Is this accurate? Is this indeed an international
Catholic teaching or does it depend on the individual parish
or person?

I would appreciate any wisdom you might have on this topic.
Honestly, it’s been really heated here lately, as Borg’s new
book has just been released. We would love it if either of you
(or  other  speakers  from  Probe)  could  come  out  and  do  a
presentation for all of the confused Christians. There is a
strong evangelical movement in Corvallis, but unfortunately,
it  tends  to  be  strongly  anti-intellectual  and  isn’t  well
respected in the university community. As a student, I want to
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be able to better understand the critical issues at hand and
be able to represent Christ in grace, truth, and love.

Send me whatever thoughts you have…I read article on the Jesus
Seminar through Leadership University and that helped, but I
really would love even more detailed information if you have
any.

 

Thank you so much for serving as a resource for students of
the Word!

Thank you for your recent e-mail concerning the Jesus Seminar.
I can empathize with your “dilemma” under the shadow of Marcus
Borg at your university.

I  don’t  know  if  you  have  checked  the  Probe  Website
(www.probe.org) or not, but I would direct you to at least two
essays: one that I wrote is called The Jesus Seminar, and a
second was written by my colleague, Rick Wade, entitled The
Historical Christ. You will find good bibliographical info for
further study.

I would rather doubt that the tenets of the Jesus Seminar are
now  officially  sanctioned  by  the  Roman  Catholic  Church
worldwide.  I  would  recommend  that  your  friend  ask  for
official,  written  documentation  from  this  priest  for  his
assertion that this is true. I am 99% positive that no such
position  has  been  taken  by  the  Catholic  church  and  its
biblical scholars. There is too much at stake for the church
to take such a radical stand which undermines much of what
they have held to be true about Jesus Christ.

If you are looking for someone to come and debate Borg, I
would  suggest  that  you  contact  my  good  friend  Dr.  J.  P.
Moreland  and/or  Michael  J.  Wilkins  at  Talbot  Seminary  in
southern California. They edited a book entitled Jesus Under
Fire which was published by Zondervan in 1995. Each chapter is
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written by a evangelical scholar, each of which develops and
refutes the major arguments of the Jesus Seminar position.

I  have  been  studying  this  topic  for  several  years,  and
following the literature, but these men, as New Testament
Scholars, are current on this issue and have devoted the kind
of  study  and  depth  necessary  to  give  good  account  of
themselves  with  a  fine  scholar  like  Borg.

I can appreciate your frustration with the general Christian
community. Most are not “armed” for the battle of ideas which
we face. That is why I left Campus Crusade in 1973 and began
Probe Ministries. At the time I gave oversight to the Campuses
in  the  Southwest  U.S.  The  worldview  America  has  come  to
embrace generally now once existed only on a few campuses: UC
Berkeley,  San  Francisco  State,  U.  of  Wisconsin  (Madison),
Columbia U., and U. of Colorado.

I found myself hard pressed to respond to the questions of
these students. So I decided the Lord was calling upon me not
to “curse the darkness”, but rather “light some lamps!” The
early Christians, it is said, were effective because they OUT-
THOUGHT and OUT-LOVED the ancient world! In fact, for 250
years after the apostles died off, the church did nothing but
try to survive and answer/refute/respond to all the doctrinal
challenges which came from the Jewish and Pagan communities
without, and from sects and heresies within. They were so busy
doing this, that it was not until 325 A.D. (Council of Nicea)
that the addressed/clarified the doctrine of the Trinity! The
FIRST theology of the early church was APOLOGETICAL theology,
and we find ourselves facing the same kind of circumstances
and challenges today.

So you hang in there! And tell your friend to do the same.
Challenge the priest and don’t be bullied by him. If it IS an
official  position,  tell  her  that  I  requested  that  it  be
documented so I will be able to confirm to others who ask that
this is truly official. If I were a betting man (and I am



::::SMILE!::::),  your  friend  will  find  that  no  such
affirmation  of  this  policy  will  be  forthcoming.

With Warm Regards in Christ,

Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries
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Honestly, it’s been really heated here lately, as Borg’s new
book has just been released. We would love it if either of you
(or  other  speakers  from  Probe)  could  come  out  and  do  a
presentation for all of the confused Christians. There is a
strong evangelical movement in Corvallis, but unfortunately,
it  tends  to  be  strongly  anti-intellectual  and  isn’t  well
respected in the university community. As a student, I want to
be able to better understand the critical issues at hand and
be able to represent Christ in grace, truth, and love.

Send me whatever thoughts you have…I read article on the Jesus
Seminar through Leadership University and that helped, but I
really would love even more detailed information if you have
any.

Thank you so much for serving as a resource for students of
the Word!
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If you are looking for someone to come and debate Borg, I
would  suggest  that  you  contact  my  good  friend  Dr.  J.  P.
Moreland  and/or  Michael  J.  Wilkins  at  Talbot  Seminary  in
southern California. They edited a book entitled Jesus Under
Fire which was published by Zondervan in 1995. Each chapter is
written by a evangelical scholar, each of which develops and
refutes the major arguments of the Jesus Seminar position.

I  have  been  studying  this  topic  for  several  years,  and
following the literature, but these men, as New Testament
Scholars, are current on this issue and have devoted the kind
of  study  and  depth  necessary  to  give  good  account  of
themselves  with  a  fine  scholar  like  Borg.

I can appreciate your frustration with the general Christian
community. Most are not “armed” for the battle of ideas which
we face. That is why I left Campus Crusade in 1973 and began
Probe Ministries. At the time I gave oversight to the Campuses
in  the  Southwest  U.S.  The  worldview  America  has  come  to
embrace generally now once existed only on a few campuses: UC
Berkeley,  San  Francisco  State,  U.  of  Wisconsin  (Madison),
Columbia U., and U. of Colorado.

I found myself hard pressed to respond to the questions of
these students. So I decided the Lord was calling upon me not
to “curse the darkness”, but rather “light some lamps!” The
early Christians, it is said, were effective because they OUT-
THOUGHT and OUT-LOVED the ancient world! In fact, for 250
years after the apostles died off, the church did nothing but
try to survive and answer/refute/respond to all the doctrinal
challenges which came from the Jewish and Pagan communities
without, and from sects and heresies within. They were so busy
doing this, that it was not until 325 A.D. (Council of Nicea)
that the addressed/clarified the doctrine of the Trinity! The
FIRST theology of the early church was APOLOGETICAL theology,
and we find ourselves facing the same kind of circumstances
and challenges today.



So you hang in there! And tell your friend to do the same.
Challenge the priest and don’t be bullied by him. If it IS an
official  position,  tell  her  that  I  requested  that  it  be
documented so I will be able to confirm to others who ask that
this is truly official. If I were a betting man (and I am
::::SMILE!::::),  your  friend  will  find  that  no  such
affirmation  of  this  policy  will  be  forthcoming.

With Warm Regards in Christ,

Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries

The Historical Christ

Introduction
Can we trust what our New Testaments tell us about Jesus? Or
must we look elsewhere and possibly conclude that Jesus was
just a man like all others whose teachings became the basis of
a religion largely created by his followers?

Over the past fifteen years or so, New Testament scholars have
been involved in what has been called the Third Quest for the
historical  Jesus.  The  television  program  “From  Jesus  to
Christ:  The  First  Christians,”{1}  which  aired  on  Public
Broadcasting System (PBS) stations April 7th and 8th, 1998,
was intended to bring the public up-to-date with the latest
“new and controversial historical evidence” about Jesus and
the establishment of the church.

If you watched the program you might have been surprised by
some  of  the  things  you  heard.  The  narrator  said  that
“archaeologists  must  sift  clues  and  scholars  decode  the
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stories told by the first followers of Jesus” in order to find
the  truth.  It  was  suggested  that  the  differences  between
Mark’s and John’s reports about Jesus’ arrest is evidence that
they aren’t historically accurate accounts. One participant
said  that  the  Gospel  writers  were  only  giving  their  own
theology using Jesus as a spokesman.

For the scholars on “From Jesus to Christ,” Jesus was just a
man who preached about the coming kingdom of God. He was not
the incarnate Son of God. But he had enough charisma that he
was able to gather about himself a group of people who were
attracted to his ideas, and who sought to keep his memory and
teachings alive after he died. As time went by, legends began
to develop as words and actions were attributed to Jesus which
weren’t really his. The new Christians needed Jesus to speak
to their own difficulties, so they put words in his mouth or
invented miracles to address whatever the difficulty was.

The views aired on “From Jesus to Christ” are widespread among
mainline scholars, and they are the views typically heard on
college campuses and in the media. Two assumptions are made
about the life of Jesus, and they are considered such common
knowledge  that  they  typically  aren’t  defended.  They  are:
first, that the Gospels aren’t reliable historical documents;
and second, that there was no real supernatural element in
Jesus’  life  and  ministry.  In  fact,  the  belief  that  Jesus
really didn’t perform miracles or rise from the dead is part
of the reason many scholars reject the Gospels as historical
documents.  One  of  the  participants  in  the  program,  John
Dominic Crossan, wrote in one of his books, “I do not think
that anyone, anywhere, at any time brings dead people back to
life.” {2} If one begins with anti-supernatural assumptions,
that will affect how one reads historical accounts such as
those in the New Testament.

The question of the historical reliability of the Gospels is
critical, because Christianity rests upon historical events.
If the possibility of having true knowledge of these is gone,



we have nothing upon which to base our beliefs. Without the
historical events, Christianity becomes just another set of
beliefs.

Since the PBS program focused on historical issues, we’ll
concentrate our attention there and leave the matter of the
supernatural for another time. But before making a case for
the historicity of the Gospels, we should have some background
information on the project of searching for the historical
Jesus.

A Brief History of the Quest
The first indication that “From Jesus to Christ: The First
Christians”  might  not  be  presenting  historically  orthodox
views of Jesus is the title of the program itself. The viewer
might have thought that “From Jesus to Christ” referred to
what Peter said in Acts 2:36: “Therefore let all the house of
Israel know for certain that God has made Him both Lord and
Christ this Jesus whom you crucified.” The scholars on “From
Jesus to Christ,” however, weren’t thinking of the position to
which Jesus was exalted by God the Father; they were thinking
about  the  position  Jesus’  followers  gave  him  through  the
development of the Christian religion. In other words, Jesus
the man from Nazareth was transformed by his followers to
Jesus the Christ, the Son of God. The result was a break
between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith.

So, where did this idea come from?

In the last century and a half there have been three so-called
“quests” for the historical Jesus. The first quest began in
the 19th century when David Strauss published a book titled
The Life of Jesus. Believing “that the Gospels could no longer
be read straightforwardly as unvarnished historical records of
what  Jesus  actually  said  and  did,”{3}  Strauss  said  that
“unbiased historical research” needed to be done to find out
who Jesus really was. Why did Strauss think we could no longer



accept the Gospel narratives at face value? As philosopher
Stephen Evans says, “The quick answer is simply ‘modernity.'”
In the era of the Enlightenment, optimism about the power of
human  reason  quickly  led  to  the  renunciation  of  the
supernatural, so that reports of miracles and resurrections
were now to be considered pre-scientific and mythological.{4}
Since so much of the Gospels deals with the supernatural, the
documents were no longer to be trusted historically.

In the 1940s a second quest began with students of German
theologian Rudolf Bultmann. According to Bultmann, very little
could be known about the historical Jesus, not much more than
that he lived and died on a cross. Some of his students began
a new effort to find the historical Jesus. This second quest
continued until the early 70s.{5}

In the early 80s the Third Quest for the historical Jesus
began with the rise of a new enthusiasm about the prospects of
historical study.{6} New archaeological and manuscript data
have greatly increased our knowledge of Jesus’ world. This
quest seeks to know who Jesus was by understanding the world
in which he lived.

These three quests have been based upon the idea that the
Gospels are deficient in giving us a true picture of Jesus of
Nazareth. Now, it’s tempting to just brush all this aside as
liberal balderdash, but we should be careful not to throw out
the baby with the bathwater. Some good information is coming
out of current studies.{7} However, not everything is to be
accepted  simply  on  the  academic  merits  of  participating
scholars. In fact, the work of the Jesus Seminar, a splinter
group that was represented in the program by at least three of
the scholars, has drawn conclusions that even most liberal
scholars  reject.  What  we  need  to  do  is  to  look  at  the
arguments presented and see if they hold water historically.

What  follows,  then,  is  a  brief  defense  of  the  historical
reliability of the Gospels.



Dating the Gospels
The assumption in “From Jesus to Christ” that the Gospels are
not historically reliable records was very clear. Historian
Paula Fredriksen said, “What [the Gospels] do is proclaim
their  individual  author’s  interpretation  of  the  Christian
message through the device of using Jesus of Nazareth as a
spokesperson for the evangelist’s position” (FJTC, Pt. 2).
Thus,  these  documents  aren’t  to  be  taken  literally  as
historically  true.  There  are  at  least  three  reasons  many
scholars  believe  this:  a  late  date  for  writing;  biased
writers; and differences between the Gospels. Let’s look first
at the question of dating.

Mainline  New  Testament  scholars  believe  that  the  Synoptic
Gospels–Matthew, Mark and Luke–were written after the fall of
Jerusalem to Rome in A.D. 70. Mark was written first, drawing
on earlier written and oral traditions. Matthew and Luke drew
from  Mark  and  still  other  traditions.  Even  conservative
scholars recognize an interdependency in the Synoptics. The
crucial issue here is when the documents were written. A late
date would give more time for legends to develop. Late dates
for the Synoptics would also suggest that they weren’t really
written by Matthew, Mark, and Luke.

However, although the dates aren’t firmly established, good
arguments  have  been  given  for  earlier  dating  which  would
strengthen the case for the historicity of the Gospels.

Craig  Blomberg,  a  professor  of  New  Testament  at  Denver
Seminary, provides several arguments for early dates. For one
thing, the early church fathers said that Matthew, Mark, and
Luke were written by the biblical characters we’re familiar
with. “No competing traditions assigning these books to any
other  authors  have  survived,”  he  says,  “if  any  ever
existed.”{8} For example, in the late second century, one of
the church fathers said Matthew composed his gospel before
Paul was martyred under Nero in the 60s A.D. Blomberg wonders



why the early believers would have attributed these writings
to such unlikely candidates as Matthew, Mark and Luke if they
were written by others. Mark and Luke weren’t apostles. And
Matthew  didn’t  have  an  especially  good  reputation.  “The
apocryphal Gospels,” Blomberg continues, “consistently picked
more well-known and exemplary figures for their fictitious
authors–for  example,  Philip,  Peter,  James,  Bartholomew  or
Mary.”{9}

Another argument Blomberg presents is built upon the date of
the book of Acts. Acts ends abruptly with no record of what
happened to Paul. Why would Luke have left out that important
information if he wrote the book a decade or more after Paul’s
death?  And  why  would  he  make  no  mention  of  the  fall  of
Jerusalem in A.D. 70? The likely explanation for the abrupt
ending  of  Acts  is  that  it  was  written  as  the  events
unfolded–in other words, while Paul was still alive (Paul died
in the mid-60s). If so, then Luke’s Gospel–as the first part
of his two-part history–must have been written earlier. Since
Luke  drew  from  Mark,  Mark  must  have  been  written  earlier
still.

A case can be made, then, that the Synoptic Gospels were
written within about 30 years of Jesus’ death. This puts them
close enough to the events that the facts they report could be
corrected if wrong.{10}

The Gospel Writers and Historical Truth
Assuming that we have presented a plausible argument for early
dates for the Synoptics, this still leaves unanswered the
question  whether  the  writers  intended  to  write  factual
history.

On the program, Prof. Dominic Crossan suggested that we are
mistaken in taking the Gospels factually because the writers
didn’t intend us to do so. He says that the issue “is whether
the people who told us the stories in the ancient world took



them all literally, and now we’re so smart that we know to
take them symbolically, or they all intended them symbolically
and we’re so dumb that we’ve been taking them literally.”
Crossan takes the second option. He says, “I think we have
been  misinterpreting  these  stories  because  the  people  who
write [sic] them don’t seem the least bit worried about their
diversity. We see the problem and then we want to insist that
they’re literal. I think that we have misread the Scriptures,
not that they have miswritten them” (FJTC, Pt. 2).

Thus, it is thought that Matthew inflated the importance of
the Pharisees in his Gospel because they were so influential
later in the first century when the book was written. Mark,
they say, presented Jesus as the persecuted one because Mark’s
community was suffering. And Luke embellished his narrative
with “shipwrecks and exotic animals and exotic vegetation”
(FJTC, Pt. 2) to make it more in keeping with the novelistic
literature of his time.

While it’s surely true that each writer chose the events and
sayings of Jesus that he thought were significant and which
would be meaningful to his audience, this doesn’t mean the
stories were made up.

Craig Blomberg offers some help here. First, he points to the
opening statement in Luke’s Gospel where Luke declared his
intent to “write an orderly account” of the things he had
“carefully  investigated  .  .  .  from  the  beginning”  (Lu.
1:1-4).{11} Luke wanted to convey the truth.

But were Luke’s sources themselves concerned with accurately
passing on what Jesus said and did? Some believe that, since
the church thought Jesus was returning soon, they wouldn’t
worry about accurate reporting. But first, it isn’t certain
that Jesus’ followers thought he would return right away. And
second, the Israelites before them had kept accurate records
of the things prophets said, even though they were expecting
at any time the coming Day of the Lord (Joel 2:1; Obad. 15;



Hab. 2:3). The words of Jesus, who was considered greater than
a  prophet,  would  have  held  even  greater  value  to  early
believers. They had a good reason for accurately remembering
and reporting.

Prof. Blomberg also says that if the Gospel writers devised
the words and works of Jesus to suit the needs of the early
church, one might expect that they would have addressed the
controversies that arose after Jesus ascended to heaven. The
writers  could  have  put  in  Jesus’  mouth  answers  to  these
issues.  But  this  didn’t  happen.  Jesus  didn’t  answer  the
controversy  over  circumcision;  he  didn’t  say  whether
Christians  could  divorce  non-Christian  spouses;  he  didn’t
settle the matter of speaking in tongues. It seems that “the
first Christians were interested in preserving the distinction
between what happened during Jesus’ life and what was debated
later in the churches.”

Thus, contrary to what Prof. Crossan said, we are not “dumb”
to believe the Gospel writers intended to give us factual
history.

Differences Between the Gospels
A crucial piece of evidence for the view taken by the scholars
of “From Jesus to Christ” is that of the differences between
what the Gospel writers report. The sequence of some events,
and some of the things Jesus said, are recorded differently.
This is said to indicate that the Gospels aren’t accurate
historical documents.

Dominic Crossan gives as an example the accounts in Mark and
John of the night before Jesus’ death. Mark has Jesus in agony
over his coming death, while John shows a more victorious
Jesus standing up against the troops which came to arrest him.
Crossan concludes, “You have a Jesus out of control, almost,
in Mark; a Jesus totally in control in John. . . . Neither of
them are historical,” he says. “I don’t think either of them



know [sic] exactly what happened” (FJTC, Pt. 2). Prof. Crossan
didn’t mention the possibility that, while both writers told
the  truth,  they  only  told  part  of  the  truth.  The  events
recorded in the four Gospels can be put together to form a
coherent  account  of  what  happened  in  the  Garden  of
Gethsemane.{12}

Blomberg  argues  that  the  Gospel  writers  were  capable  of
remembering  what  Jesus  said  and  did,  but  they  weren’t
concerned  to  record  it  all  word  for  word.

On the one hand, the written word was at a premium in the
ancient world, so oral transmission was the primary means of
passing on knowledge. Thus, people learned to memorize a great
deal of information. To illustrate, Blomberg notes that rote
memorization was the method of education for Jewish boys, and
rabbis  were  encouraged  to  memorize  the  entire  Old
Testament.{13}

On  the  other  hand,  as  another  conservative  New  Testament
scholar, Darrell Bock, points out, the tradition for reporting
history  in  the  Greco-Roman  world  involved  a  “concern  for
accuracy in reporting the gist of what had been said, even if
the exact words were not remembered or recorded.” Ancient
historians didn’t take it upon themselves to simply make up
speeches and put them in others’ mouths.{14} They saw it as
their duty to record what really happened or was said. As
Craig Blomberg says, certain details could be omitted and the
sequence of events could be changed “so long as the major
events  of  the  narratives  and  their  significance  were  not
altered” (italics his).{15}

This shouldn’t be alarming for those of us who accept the
Gospels as God’s inspired Word. Even in our own experience we
don’t, for example, question the word of an attentive and
trustworthy person who summarizes a speech he heard. Likewise,
if I tell you that our Mind Games director asked me today to
participate in an upcoming conference, I’m telling you the



truth of what he said, even if I’m not quoting him verbatim.
We  can’t  avoid  the  fact  that  Jesus’  words  and  deeds  are
reported differently in the Gospels. Understanding the method
of ancient historians, however, assures us that we have been
given the truth about Jesus. Accepting Paul’s testimony that
“all Scripture is inspired by God” (2 Tim. 3:16) assures us
that the Gospel writers gave us the truth exactly as God
wanted it presented.

We  have  attempted  in  this  essay  to  show  that  the  Gospel
writers could have written historical truth because they wrote
soon enough after the events to insure against legend; that
they intended to report what really happened; and that the
differences between the Gospels do not make for a valid case
against their historical truthfulness. There is no reason,
then, short of theological bias, to reject what is in the
Gospels, and instead search for the real historical Jesus
elsewhere.

While those involved in the program “From Jesus to Christ”
have benefited the church by their archeological finds and new
information about the world in which Jesus lived, they have
erred in rejecting the clear message of Jesus in the Gospels.
The Christ of faith is the Jesus of history.
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The Jesus Seminar
Jimmy Williams provides analysis of the Jesus Seminar findings
in light of five critical
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areas:  Identify  purpose  of   the  Jesus  Fellows,
Presuppositisms,  Canonical  Gospels,  Chronology  and
Christological  differences.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Biographical

The Jesus Seminar Fellows
The Jesus Seminar is a group of New Testament scholars who
have been meeting periodically since 1985. The initial two



hundred has now dwindled to about seventy-four active members.
They initially focused on the sayings of Jesus within the four
Gospels to determine the probability of His actually having
said the things attributed to Him in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John. Each scholar offered his/her opinion on each “Jesus”
statement by voting with different colored beads:

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

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

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

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

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

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

Who are these scholars, and what are their credentials? Robert
W.  Funk,  former  professor  of  the  New  Testament  at  the
University of Montana is the most prominent leader. He is
joined by two other major contributors, John Dominic Crossan,



of DePaul University, Chicago, who has authored several books
including The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean
Jewish Peasant, The Essential Jesus, Jesus: A Revolutionary
Biography, and Marcus Borg of Oregon State University, also
the author of several books including: Jesus: A New Vision and
Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time: The Historical Jesus
and the Heart of Contemporary Faith.

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

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

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

While the media and the general public may tend to be gullible
and  naive  about  the  authority  and  findings  of  the  Jesus
Seminar, Christians need not be intimidated.

Philosophical
Why is this movement important? Should Christians be concerned
with this? Haven’t the gospel traditions had their skeptics



and critics for centuries? What is different about the Jesus
Seminar?

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

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

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

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

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

• Prophetic statements. Predictions by Jesus of such things
as the destruction of the Temple, or of Jerusalem, or His own



resurrection are later literary additions or interpolations.
How do we know this? Because no one can predict the future.
So they MUST have been added later by zealous followers.

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

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

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

There is nothing new about this approach in New Testament
scholarship. Thomas Jefferson, a great American patriot and
president did the same thing in the late 1700s with almost
identical results. He admired Jesus as a moral man, but like
the  Jesus  Fellows,  he  assumed  all  supernatural  and
extraordinary  elements  in  the  Gospels  were  unreliable  and
could not be true. With scissors and paste, Jefferson cut out
of the Gospels any and everything which contravened the laws
of nature and his own reason.

When he had finished his project, only 82 columns of the four
Gospels out of his King James Bible remained from an original



700. The other nine-tenths lay on the cutting room floor.
Jefferson entitled his creation The Life and Morals of Jesus,
and his book ended with the words, “There laid they Jesus . .
. and rolled a great stone to the door of the sepulcher and
departed.”(2)

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

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

Since the Jesus Fellows do not believe prophecy is possible,
they judge Mark, the “earliest” of the Gospels, to have been
written after the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem in
A.D. 70 by the Romans. If Mark was written in the early 70s,
still later dates are then required for Matthew and Luke, to
say nothing of the Book of Acts which must follow them with an
even later date.



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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

It is highly unlikely that these two obscure sources, Quelle
and  the  Gospel  of  Thomas,  could  have  been  circulating
throughout the Christian community and having such impact that
they overshadowed what Paul was at the very same time saying
about Jesus in all of his epistles.

Real church history is not kind to the Jesus Fellows at this
point. The church did not first flourish in the Nile Valley



and spread elsewhere. The clear pattern of expansion from both
biblical and the earliest patristic writings is from Jerusalem
to Antioch, Asia Minor, Greece, and finally Rome. Ironically,
the earliest of the Church Fathers, Clement of Rome (ca. A.D.
30 to ca. A.D. 100) writes from Rome at the end of the first
century an epistle to the Corinthians (1 Clement) which is
considered to be the oldest extant letter after the writings
of the Apostles. It had such stature in the early church that
it was initially considered by some to be a part of the Canon.
All the other early church fathers (2nd century) are scattered
around in cities within the areas mentioned above, with the
exception of Clement of Alexandria (c. A.D. 150 to c. A.D.
215) who reflects some Gnostic ideas in his teachings.

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

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

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

Traditional:(3)
Clement of Rome: 96
Revelation (John): 96
Epistles of John: 90-94
Gospel of John: 85-90
Acts of Apostles: 66-68
Matthew & Luke: 64-66
Gospel of Mark: 64-65

Jesus Seminar:(4)



Gospel of John: 85-90
Acts of Apostles: 80-100
Gospel of Luke: 80-100
Gospel of Matthew: 80-90
Gospel of Mark: 70-80
Gospel of Thomas: 70-100

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

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

Various other portraits of Jesus have proliferated among the
Jesus Fellows, suggesting that he was a religious genius, a
social revolutionary, an eschatological prophet. He was all of
these things, we would say, but offer that He was something
more.

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



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

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

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

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

Jesus the Sage
If we accept the Jesus Seminar notion that the historical
Jesus was a simple peasant later revered and deified, with
what are we left? Jesus is so stripped down that He becomes
the  “Christian  dummy”  of  the  first  century  church!  The
community is more brilliant than the leader! Even Renan, the



French skeptic said, “It would take a Jesus to forge a Jesus.”
Further,  if  Jesus  was  such  a  “regular  guy,”  why  was  He
crucified?  Crucifixion  by  the  Romans  was  used  only  for
deviants,  malcontents,  and  political  revolutionaries  (like
Barabbas). What did this simple peasant do to create such a
stir that He would suffer such a death?

The Jesus Seminar portrayal of Jesus simply cannot explain the
explosion of Christianity in the first and second centuries.
With  their  view  of  Christ,  they  cannot  create  a  cause
monumental  enough  to  explain  the  documented,  historical
effects that even they must accept.
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Why Care about Theology?
What is your response when you hear the word theology? Some
people tend to cringe and think that such a word is of use
only to the seminary student or, at the most, their pastor.
Have you given much thought to how this word may apply to your
life? If so, please continue your pursuit by thinking along
with us. If not, we hope to encourage you to begin to take
theology a little more seriously than you may have before.

Just  what  is  theology?  Literally,  it  is  derived  from  a
combination of two Greek terms meaning “a word about God.”
Eventually it was employed to refer not only to a study of the
nature  and  attributes  of  God,  but  to  the  whole  range  of
Christian doctrine. Augustus H. Strong, a theologian of the
early twentieth century, offered a definition that is even
broader. He wrote, “Theology is the science of God and of the
relations between God and the universe.”(1) So theology is
concerned with a very wide range of subjects, such as the
Bible, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, man, salvation, angels,
the  church,  and  the  end  times.  Or,  we  can  even  say  our
theology pertains to all of life.

Sound theology is very important in the life of a Christian.
History shows us this has always been true. From heresies in
the  very  early  church,  through  the  upheaval  of  the
Reformation, to the “Jesus Seminar” of more recent times,
Christians have been challenged to give serious attention to
matters of theology. And there are important reasons for each
of us to devote increased attention to it at this time in
history.  Historic  orthodox  theology  is  currently  being
questioned, if not attacked, from both outside and inside our
churches and institutions. Several examples will demonstrate
this.

https://probe.org/why-care-about-theology/


Contemporary Illustrations
A few years ago an infamous movie entitled The Last Temptation
of Christ drew national and international attention because of
its blasphemous caricature of Christ. The non-orthodox reports
of the Jesus Seminar, a gathering of various scholars, have
received  the  attention  of  both  theological  journals  and
popular magazines such as Time and Newsweek. The conjectures
of  New  Age  advocates  such  as  Shirley  MacLaine  include
heretical views of God, Christ, and other facets of theology.
Process theologians, who teach at many seminaries, teach a
doctrine of God that includes the idea that “the world can be
thought of as the body of God,” and the notion of a changing
God who is as dependent on the world as the world is on
Him.(2) Recent books from within evangelical circles include
titles such as The Openness of God, which “asserts that such
classical doctrines as God’s immutability, impassibility and
foreknowledge  demand  reconsideration.”(3)  More  orthodox
evangelical writers have written such books as No Place for
Truth:  Or  Whatever  Happened  to  Evangelical  Theology?
Obviously, the title indicates that the author is concerned
about what he believes is a collapse of theology.(4) The Body,
a book by Charles Colson, decries what Colson sees as a drift
to a consumer-oriented church that, among other things, isn’t
concerned about matters of theological truth(5).

Such illustrations serve to alert us to the need for more
theological reflection, not less. These are challenging times
for theology!

Who Are the Theologians?
Do  you  know  anyone  who  can  be  called  a  theologian?  You
probably immediately begin to think of a seminary professor or
an erudite pastor you may know. But is it possible you can be
called a theologian? If someone were to ask you what you
believe about God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, salvation,



and many other doctrines, chances are you would answer their
questions. Thus you are stating your theology; you are, at
some level, a theologian. There are certainly “professional”
theologians who spend their lives thinking about and teaching
theology, but theology is not just for schools and seminaries;
it is for life. It is for you and every other member of
Christ’s body, the church.

In the fairly recent past in this country theology was spoken
of  in  both  the  academy  and  the  church.  David  Wells,  a
contemporary professional theologian who is concerned about
recapturing such unity, has written that at one time theology
encompassed  three  essential  elements:  “(1)  a  confessional
element,  (2)  reflection  on  this  confession,  and  (3)  the
cultivation of a set of virtues that are grounded in the first
two elements.”(6) “Confession, in this understanding, is what
the Church believes. It is what crystallizes into doctrine.”
Thus we are to confess our theology based on the inspired Word
of God, the Bible. Then we are to wrestle intellectually with
what it means to hold such theology in the present world.
Finally, we are to wisely apply the truth found in the first
two steps.(8) It appears that too often such steps are lacking
among all but a few contemporary Christians.

For more than two years my wife and I visited worship services
at many churches in the Dallas/Ft. Worth, Texas metroplex,
which some refer to as a major part of the “Bible belt.” The
churches  represent  a  wide  spectrum  of  denominational
affiliations, and some are non-denominational. Our visits left
us with many impressions, some of which are very positive. But
one of several concerns is that too many of these churches
emphasized  appeasement  rather  than  proclamation.  That  is,
there was concern for relating to the “seeker” at the expense
of teaching the believer; or there was an emphasis on “how to”
sermons that contained little doctrinal substance; or there
was stress on what is called contemporary Christian music
coupled with lyrics that were often void of meaning; or there



were  statements  of  trite  cliches  that  can  do  little,  if
anything, to lead the church to maturity. In other words, much
was done to appease the “wants” of the people and little was
done that would give the impression that theology is important
in these churches.

On the other hand, those few churches that were the exceptions
to such emphases boldly stated theological truth and genuinely
worshipped God in the process. Their praise had meaning; their
prayers were directed to the holy and sovereign God; their
sermons  contained  truth  that  encouraged  the  church  toward
maturity;  and  even  though  individual  “wants”  were  not
stressed, true needs were met because theology for all of life
had been proclaimed.

Which of these accounts is descriptive of your church? Does
your church summon you to theological maturity? Or are you
caught in a web of appeasement? The writer of Hebrews implored
his readers to “press on to maturity” (Heb. 6:1). May God help
us do the same!

Theology in the World
A 1994 U.S.News & World Report poll of religious beliefs in
the U.S. indicates that “about 95 percent of Americans say
they  believe  in  God  or  a  universal  spirit,  and  about  60
percent say they attend religious services regularly.”(9) In
addition,  “more  than  80  percent,  including  71  percent  of
college graduates, believe the Bible is the inspired word of
God.”(10) And “68 percent of Americans are members of a church
or synagogue.”(11) But do such statistics mean that sound
theology plays a significant part in our lives? For example,
could it be “that the surprising growth of church membership
rolls  in  recent  decades  may  signify  the  ascendancy  of
shallower,  less  demanding  forms  of  religion  with  wider
appeal?”(12) We believe the answer to this question is, “Yes!”
It appears that too many Christians are unwilling to face the
demands  of  theological  thinking,  and  shallowness  is  the



result. Good theology requires contemplation, study, and even
debate. It is demanding, and it is certainly not shallow.

Since  we  are  living  in  a  culture  that  believes  “anything
goes,”  distinctive  statements  concerning  our  theology  are
increasingly necessary. Most people are willing to accept you
as a Christian if your beliefs (i.e., your theology) are not
narrow.  If  you  are  willing,  for  example,  to  state  that
Christianity is one of many legitimate paths to salvation, you
will be accepted. But if you state that the gospel is the only
path  to  salvation,  you  may  be  labeled  as  a  narrow-minded
bigot. Although a large majority of the people in this country
claim to be religious, a large portion of that majority is
still thinking within a relativistic worldview that attempts
to  reject  absolutes.  The  exclusive  claims  of  Christianity
don’t fit within such a worldview.

This was brought out clearly for me during an open forum in
the lobby of a dormitory on a large state university campus.
For more than two hours one of my colleagues and I attempted
to answer questions concerning Christianity from approximately
a hundred college students. Their questions led us in many
directions. We discussed social, political, apologetic, and
many other issues. But the subject that disturbed them most
was salvation through Jesus Christ. When I declared that Jesus
was the only way to God, many of the students expressed their
strong disagreement and even anger. One student was indignant
because  he  realized  that  my  statement  concerning  Christ
logically meant that his belief in an American Indian deity
was wrong. Even some Christian students were uncomfortable
with my assertion. They had an uneasiness about it because it
seemed to be too intolerant. Thus I had to quickly remind them
that Christ himself said He is the only way to God. I was not
making a claim about Christ; I was simply telling them what He
said about himself.

Those Christian students are indicative of the need for more
demanding  thought  concerning  theology.  To  claim  to  be  a



Christian and at the same time be immersed in the shallow pond
of theological tolerance is antithetical. Perhaps the non-
Christian students have an excuse; they don’t know better. But
the Christian students should know better; they need training
in theology. And the same is true for all of us.

An Example of the Need
People continue to seek Jesus. But which Jesus? Is it the
Jesus  who  was  born  of  a  virgin,  who  performed  awesome
miracles, who claimed to be God, who died on a cross for our
sins, who rose from the dead, who ascended into heaven, who
said He would return? Or is it the Jesus who died as a
disillusioned revolutionary peasant? Or is it the Jesus who
was a great religious teacher on a par with Buddha?

All these questions are very old, but at the same time they
are very contemporary. And they indicate that theology, in
this case the theology of Christ, continues to be important.
As Christians, we are still challenged to think theologically.
Long-held, foundational, orthodox theology is being contested,
not just within academia, but in more public venues. Let’s
consider a prominent example.

In 1991 a book was published by the title of The Historical
Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant.(13) John
Dominic Crossan, the author, then published a second book in
1994 entitled, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography.(14) Then the
third book in his trilogy about Jesus, The Essential Jesus:
Original Sayings and Earliest Images,(15) was also published
in 1994. Such titles are filled with indications that Crossan
is anything but a believer in an orthodox doctrine of Christ.
Jesus may have been a Mediterranean Jewish peasant, but was He
something  much  more?  The  second  title  indicates  that  the
author believes there is need for a new biography of Jesus, so
he has provided it. And the third title boldly asserts that
the “original sayings” of Jesus have been isolated from all
other sayings so that we can discover the “essential” Jesus.



I have brought Crossan and his books to our attention because
he is a prominent member of what is called the Jesus Seminar.
This much-publicized seminar is composed of scholars who “used
to meet regularly to discuss and vote on the originality of
Jesus’ sayings (198592) and are now evaluating his actions and
deeds in a similar manner.”(16)

Crossan’s view of Jesus is exposed in a meandering passage
that follows his perspective of the surrounding Roman Empire
in which Jesus lived. He writes:

Jesus lived, against the systemic injustice and structural
evil of that situation, an alternative open to all who would
accept it: a life of open healing and shared eating, of
radical  itinerancy,  programmatic  homelessness,  and
fundamental  egalitarianism,  of  human  contact  with
discrimination, and of divine contact without hierarchy. He
also died for that alternative. That is my understanding of
what Jesus’ words and deeds were all about.(17)

Please note that Crossan has painted a picture of Jesus as a
revolutionary whose primary concern was with things of this
life.  In  fact  his  last  phrase,  “divine  contact  without
hierarchy” (a confusing idea), is as close as he comes to
stating that Jesus was anything more than a political radical.
There is no mention of Jesus as the sacrificial Savior who
takes away sin and gives eternal life.

In light of the fact that such perspectives are in vogue, and
in light of the fact that they are taught to future pastors
and professors, can we afford to leave theology in the back
rooms of our minds?

Practical Theology
A recent book asserts that God “learns something from what
transpires” in this world. The same text also asserts that
“God comes to know events as they take place,” and that we



should  see  God  “as  receptive  to  new  experiences  and  as
flexible in the way he works toward his objectives in the
world.”(18)

What  is  your  reaction  to  such  statements?  If  you  have  a
reaction at all, you are to be commended. You are thinking
theologically. As was true with me, your doctrine of God may
have been challenged, and you may want to ask the author
various questions. Those questions would probably have a lot
to do with how you perceive God in your daily life. For
example, you may want to ask if God is somehow dependent on
you. If so, in what way?

Such thoughts demonstrate that theology is practical. If we
stop a few minutes and concentrate, it is not difficult to see
that our theology affects us, whether we are conscious of it
or not. Let’s consider a few questions that can lead us to see
how this is true.

 

1. If God used His awesome imagination to create the universe
out of nothing, what is implied when the Bible states that
humans are made in His image?

We can also use our God-given imaginations to create, not
out of nothing, but out of what God supplied.

 

2. Is the Holy Spirit a person or a thing?
The  Holy  Spirit  is  a  person  within  the  godhead,  the
triunity. As a person, He interacts with us daily, and we
can be filled with “Him,” not “it.”

 

3. If I accept Christ’s sacrificial death for me, can my



salvation be taken away?
No! “You have been saved” (Eph. 2:8) for eternity. You are
secure as a member of God’s family.

 

4. Was Jesus literally resurrected from the dead?
Yes! He has conquered death for us. “Death is swallowed up
in victory” (1 Cor. 15:54).

 

5. What is man’s nature?
Man is made in God’s image. But his image has been marred;
thus our very nature inclines us to sin. Yet, though our
genes, society, and other factors may influence us to sin,
God holds us personally responsible to accept or reject His
gracious offer of sin’s remedy in Christ.

 

6. Do angels really exist?
Yes! Evil angels are in league with Satan and are actively
opposed  to  God’s  purposes.  Good  angels  are  doing  the
bidding of God in the spiritual realm. Both evil and good
angels can serve to remind us that there is both a physical
and a spiritual dimension.

 

7. Is the church a building?
No! The church is the redeemed people of God, of all the
ages, living and dead; the church is also called the “body
of Christ.” As such it is a living, dynamic carrier of the
grace and power of God.



 

8. Is Jesus returning in power and authority for His church?
Yes! The truth of this brings security and hope in the
midst of a troubled world.

 

In  a  cursory  way  these  questions  have  touched  the  major
categories of theology. It is our hope that you will study
such categories seriously. What you believe about them is
important to you and those who follow after you. Theology
matters!
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