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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The Scandal of Blood
Atonement: “Why All the Blood
and Cross-Talk, Christian?”

The story of Jesus’ death and resurrection raises accusations
that Christianity 1is obsessed with blood. Many believers
struggle with this too. Byron Barlowe explores the biblical
reasons for the focus on Christ’s blood and why its shedding
was necessary.

The Bloody Cross: A Tough Thing to Handle

Easter season 1is all about the death and
resurrection of Christ-which centers on the blood
sacrifice He endured. Christianity 1is called a
bloody religion, focusing on the execution of Jesus
Christ on a cross. Why is this true and what does
it mean when we say His blood atones for our sin?

Millions of Americans—and billions of Christians around the
world—celebrated the death and Resurrection of Christ during
Passion Week and Easter Sunday. The topic was everywhere from
sermons to a CNN docudrama titled Finding Jesus: Faith, Fact,
Forgery.

You may have questions about all the talk of “the blood of
Christ” and songs saying things like “Jesus’s blood washed
away my sins.” This bloody theme does raise understandable
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concerns that are shared by believers, seekers and skeptics
alike.

In fact, more and more skeptics are posting on the Internet
things like this book promotion:

“Christians are obsessed with blood! They sing about it,
declare they are washed in it and even drink it! In this
book you will discover the crazy background to this
Christian obsession and the truth about the bloodthirsty God
they claim to know and serve.”{1}

In this article, we’ll discuss whether these charges are true
and fair and explain the doctrine of blood atonement.

Again, even many Christians—including me—have wondered deeply
about all the biblical imagery of shed blood, what some call
the Crimson Thread of Scripture. I mean the grotesqueness of
Old Testament animal sacrifice and the belief in Jesus'’s
torturous slaying as the core of salvation. Radical stuff for
modern ears.

So what is blood atonement and why does it matter? In historic
orthodox Christian thought, God’s Son is at the very center of
history doing these things:

e reconciling man to God,

* ransoming humans from slavery to sin and well-deserved
death and

. justly recompensing God for the horrific offense of
rebellion and disobedience to Him.

Thankfully, the gospel (or good news) is simple. The Bible
claims, “Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for
the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, having been put
to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit.”{2}

The bottom line for all people is this: out of Christ’s death



came the hope of eternal life—and His resurrection proved
this. Our sin caused God’s Son to suffer and die. By grace,
through faith, we can benefit. Otherwise, we suffer eternally
for staying with the cosmic rebellion that started in a
perfect Garden long ago.

Yet, this blood-centered good news is a scandal to both those
who believe and those who deny it. In fact, the Greek root
word skandalon is used for Christ Himself.{3} You see, Jews
denied Christ as the Promised One and Gentiles thought it was
all nonsense. Nothing has changed for mankind: the choices are
either do-it-yourself religion, being too smart for all that,
or believing in this radical hope.

The Reason Someone Had to Die

Why did anybody have to die? God’s justice and holiness
demands a death penalty for the sinner.

We are all in a serious spiritual and moral pickle. Biblical
Christianity declares that each person ever born is stuck
under an irreversible “sindrome” for which there is no human
answer. History sadly records the habitual and continual
effects of sin: oppression, addictions, self-promoting power
plays, deceit, war, on and on.

Now for a reality check: no moral order, either in a family, a
company, military unit or society survives ambiguity or
failure to enforce laws. Just ask the victims of unpunished
criminals set loose to perpetrate again. If the Creator were
to simply wink at sin or let people off scot-free, where would
justice be? What kind of God would He be?

God is holy and He called Himself the Truth. There is no way
God would be true to Himself and the moral order He created
and yet fail to punish sin. Such impunity would mock justice.
As one theologian puts it, “Pardon without atonement nullifies
justice . . . A law without penalty is morally unserious, even



dangerous.”

Ok, but penalties have levels of harshness. Why is death
necessary? Scripture spells out clearly the decree that
sinners must die. In God’s original command He stated, “When
you eat of [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] you
will surely die” (Genesis 2:17). In Ezekiel the same formula
appears slightly reworded: “The soul who sins is the one who
will die” (Ezekiel 18:4, 20). Paul boiled it down this way:
“For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).

God's justice and holiness demand death for sin. Blood must be
shed. Detractors of the cross tend to underestimate sin and
know nothing of its offense to a holy God. Everyone wants
justice—for others.

Ok, so what does a just and holy God do with impure,
treasonous creatures He made to bear His image? God was 1in a
quandary, if you will.

Yet, even in the Garden, He was already hinting at a plan to
reconcile this dilemma. “God so loved the world” that he sent
down His own Son as a man to pay the death penalty.{4}

Thomas 0Oden writes, “God’s holiness made a penalty for sin
necessary . . . Love was the divine motive; holiness [was] the
divine requirement. [Romans 5:8 reads] ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’. [And as Romans 8 teaches,] This love was so
great that God ‘did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for
us all’ (Romans 8:32)."{5}

Christ’s Death and Resurrection Was
Unlike Other Religious Stories: It Was
All for Love

God’s morally just demand for a death-payment is not the same
as pagan gods, who maliciously demanded sacrifices. True for



one big reason:

Isn't this crucifixion thing simply about a grouchy god acting
all bloodthirsty, as some atheists like popular author Richard
Dawkins say? Should good people find this repugnant? One
unbelieving critic wrote,

“Unfortunately, much of Christian art consists of depicting
the sufferings and agony of Jesus on the Cross. This
reflects the obsession of Christianity with the Crucifixion

“Crosstianity” [in the contemptuous words of one
skeptic]. The obsession with ‘our sins’ having been ‘washed
away by the Blood of the Lamb’ would be regarded as evidence
of a serious mental illness . . . but when this is an
obsession of millions of people it becomes ‘religious
faith’.”{6}

Wow! Did you know that you, if you are a believer, are part of
an insane global crowd? This vividly illustrates the scandal
of the cross: “which is to them that are perishing
foolishness” as the Apostle Paul described it.{7}

No, biblical sacrifice is not a bloodfest, but the way to deal
with a sad reality. Put it this way: If God said, “Nah, don’t
worry about rebelling against your Creator,” would that be a
just and righteous God? Would a deity who fails to punish
wrongdoing be worth following? Would His laws mean anything?
Yet, we are unable to keep laws, so He steps in to pay that
penalty. With His lifeblood. This storyline is utterly unique
in the long human history of religions. And the resurrection
Christians celebrate shows its truth in actual time and on
this dirty earth.

Pagan myths of savior gods who rise from the dead have only a
surface resemblance to the biblical resurrection. Such deities
are more like impetuous and tyrannical people than the one and
only Yahweh. The biblical God’s love fostered the unthinkable:
set up a sacrificial system for a one-of-a-kind people-the



Israelites—that served as a foretelling of His coup de grace:
dying in man’s place as the spotless sacrificial Lamb. What a
novel religious idea that only the true God could dream up!
Theologian Thomas 0Oden says it this way: “It was God who was
both offering reconciliation and receiving the reconciled.”{8}

God’'s merging of perfect holiness, just retributive punishment
and allowance of His Son’s execution was actually a beautiful
thing. Francis of Assisi wrote that “love and faithfulness
meet together [at the cross]; righteousness and peace Kkiss
each other. Faithfulness springs forth from the earth, and
righteousness looks down from heaven.”{9}

But Why a Violent, Bloody Death?

I get that death was demanded of someone to pay for sin. So
why a bloody suffering and execution? Why the constant
shedding of blood?

Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ hit movie theaters in
2004 to mixed reviews. It earned its R-rating for gory
bloodshed and, ironically, became a cultural scandal itself.
Seems that the bloody realism was too much for both soft-core
Christians and high-minded unbelievers. But this vividly
poignant portrayal of Christ’s blood-stained Passion did raise
a good question.

When it came to saving mankind, why the shedding of blood?
Could God not have found another way? Church Father Athanasius
believed that, if there were a better way to preserve human
free will and still reconcile rebellious man to a holy God, He
would have used it. Apparently, Christ’s suffering and death
was the only solution.

The Apostle Paul summarized Christ’s entire earthly ministry
this way: He “humbled Himself and became obedient unto death”
(Philippians 2:8). At the cross, “human hate did all the
damage it could do to the only Son of God.”{10} God used the



realities available to Him, including the masterfully grim
method of crucifixion, honed to a fine art by Roman pagans who
viewed human life as dispensable.

Again, why is death demanded of God to atone for sin? The
grounding for such a claim appears early in the Bible, after
the murder of Abel by his brother Cain. In Genesis 9 Yahweh
declares, “I will require a reckoning . . . for the life of
man. Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed, for God made man in His own image.”{11} Apparently, God
has put the price of a man’s life as that of another’s life.

The highlight of Christ’s death was its substitutionary sense.
The Apostle Peter wrote, “For Christ also died for sins once
for all, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to
God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in
the spirit.”{12} Justice, fairness, reality itself demanded a
bloodguilt payment for sin. Christ paid it.

Substitutionary sacrifice was nothing new for the Jews who
unwittingly had the Messiah crucified. From the beginning of
God’s dealings with His people, agreements were blood
covenants. What else could carry the weight of such momentous
things? And, as the book of Hebrews teaches, “Indeed, under
the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without
the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins."“{13}

One theologian plainly said, “Through this sacrificial system,
the people of Israel were being prepared for the incomparable
act of sacrifice that was to come in Jesus Christ.”{14}

His suffering, death and resurrection conquered sin and
neutered the fear of death. Only blood could clean sin; only
God’'s Son’s blood could do it perfectly and forever.

Here’s the scandal we spoke of: only a perfect sacrifice would
do for washing mankind’s sins away and reconciling us back to
God.



Beautiful Obsession: God Was Glad to
Allow This Brutality for Us!

God said it was His pleasure to pay the death penalty with His
own self, in the Person of His son. Christianity’s so-called
blood-obsession is a beautiful picture of perfect divine love.

Theologian Thomas 0Oden summarized well our discussion of
Christ’s blood atonement. He wrote, “Love was the divine
motive; holiness the divine requirement. ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’ (Romans 5:8).”"

Such claims trump the understandable disgust of doubters. But
the red blood leads to clean white.

Chick-fil-A restaurant employees are trained to say, “My
pleasure” when serving customers. Imagine God saying that to
believers regarding the cross of Christ! Paul explains in his
letter to the Colossian church that “it was the Father’s good
pleasure for all the fullness of deity to dwell in Him
having made peace through the blood of His cross . . . He has
now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death

."{15}

God was glad to stand in as the essential scapegoat to restore
us to right relations with Himself, to buy us back from
slavery to sin, fear and death, and to abolish sin and its
effects. This doesn’t sound like a bloodthirsty tyrannical
deity demanding a whipping boy or abusing his own child, as
some acidly accuse. “My pleasure” brings in new dimensions of
lovingkindness and servant-heartedness.

But wait, there’s more! Scripture lists lots of wonderful
effects created by the blood of Christ. These include
forgiveness, propitiation or satisfaction of God’s righteous
wrath, justification or being made right, reconciliation with
God, cleansing, sanctification, freedom from sin, and the



conquest of Satan.

Yes, you could say that Christianity is blood-obsessed. As
accused, even its hymns often focus on the benefits bought at
the highest of prices: the life of the God-Man Himself. One
famous hymn goes:

For my pardon, this I see,

Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
For my cleansing this my plea,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus.

This beautiful blood obsession finds its highest hope 1in
Revelation. The following is a prophecy about persecuted
believers:

“These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation.
They have washed their robes and made them white in the
blood of the Lamb . . . For the Lamb in the midst of the
throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to
springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear
from their eyes.”{16}

Maybe the revelations here are as crazy as skeptics say. The
foolishness of God. We believe they are the most glorious
story ever told.
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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 gquard 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
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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
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.”{1l} 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}
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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 1is no longer trustworthy?

To Tell the 0ld, O0ld 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 1is based on numerous eyewitness reports. This 1is
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 1is 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 1living 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
guestion 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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Prophecies of the Messiah

Dr. Michael Gleghorn argues that the Bible contains genuine
prophecies about a coming Messiah that were accurately
fulfilled in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of
Jesus.

The Place of His Birth

Biblical prophecy is a fascinating subject. It not only
includes predictions of events that are still in the future.
It also includes predictions of events that were future at the
time the prophecy was given, but which have now been fulfilled
and are part of the past. This latter category includes all
the prophecies about a coming Messiah that Christians believe
were accurately fulfilled in the life, ministry, death, and
resurrection of Jesus. If the Bible really does contain such
prophecies, then we would seem to have evidence that'’s at
least consistent with the divine inspiration of the Bible. One
can see how an all-knowing God could accurately foretell the
future, but it’s not clear how a finite human being could do
so. Thus, if there are accurately fulfilled prophecies in the
Bible, then we have yet another reason to believe that the
biblical worldview is true.

Let’'s begin with a prophecy about the Messiah’s
birthplace. “Messiah” is a Hebrew term that simply means
“anointed one.” When translated into Greek, the language of
the New Testament, the term becomes “Christ.” Christians
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah promised in the
Hebrew Scriptures (see Mark 14:61-62).
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In Micah 5:2 we read, “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.” This prophecy was given in
the eighth century B.C., more than seven hundred years before
the birth of Jesus!

Notice, first, that it refers to a future ruler who will come
from the town of Bethlehem. When King Herod, shortly after
Jesus’ birth, asked the Jewish religious leaders where the
Christ (or Messiah) was to be born, they told him that he was
to be born in Bethlehem and cited this verse from Micah as
support (Matt. 2:1-6). Both Matthew and Luke confirm that
Jesus was born in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:1 and Luke 2:4-7). So He
clearly meets this necessary qualification for being the
promised Messiah.

But that’'s not all. Micah also says that the origins of this
ruler are “from of old, from ancient times.” How should we
understand this? One commentator notes, “The terms ‘old’

and ‘ancient times’ . . . may denote ‘great antiquity’ as well
as ‘eternity’ in the strictest sense.”{1} Dr. Allen Ross
states, “At the least this means that Messiah was pre-

existent; at the most it means He 1is eternal.”{2} Micah’s
prophecy thus suggests that the Messiah will be a
supernatural, perhaps even divine, person. And this
astonishing conclusion is precisely what Jesus claimed for
Himself!{3}

The Time of His Appearing

Let’s now consider a fascinating prophecy that, in the opinion
of many scholars, tells us when the Messiah would make His
appearance. It’s found in Daniel 9.

Daniel was one of the Jewish captives who had been brought to
Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar. The prophecy in Daniel 9 was



given in the sixth century B.C. While much can be said about
this passage, we must focus on a few important points.

To begin, verse 24 gives us the time parameters during which
the prophecy will unfold. It reads, “Seventy f‘sevens’ are
decreed for your people and your holy city to finish
transgression, to put an end to sin,” and so on. Although we
can’t go into all the details, the ‘seventy ‘sevens'” concern
seventy distinct seven-year periods of time, or a total of 490
years.

Next, verse 25 tells us that from the issuing of a decree to
rebuild Jerusalem until the coming of the Messiah, there will
be a total of sixty-nine “sevens,” or 483 years. There are two
views we must consider. The first holds that this decree was
issued by the Persian ruler Artaxerxes to Ezra the priest in
457 B.C.{4} Adding 483 years to this date brings us to A.D.
27, the year many scholars believe Jesus began His public
ministry! The second view holds that the reference is to a
later decree of Artaxerxes, issued on March 5, 444 B.C.{5}
Adding 483 years to this date takes us to A.D. 38. But
according to this view, the years in question should be
calculated according to a lunar calendar, consisting of twelve
thirty-day months.{6} If each of the 483 years consists of
only 360 days, then we arrive at March 30, 33 A.D. Dr. Allen
Ross says “that is the Monday of the Passion week, the day of
the Triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem.”{7} The views
thus differ on the date of Jesus’ death, but each can
comfortably fit the evidence.{8}

Finally, verse 26 says that after the period of sixty-nine
“sevens” the Messiah will be “cut off” and have nothing.
According to one scholar, “The word translated ‘cut off’ 1is
used of executing . . . a criminal.”{9} ALl of this fits quite
well with the crucifixion of Jesus. Indeed, the accuracy of
this prophecy, written over five hundred years before Jesus’
birth, bears eloquent testimony to the divine inspiration and
truth of the Bible.



The Nature of His Ministry

In Deuteronomy 18:15 Moses told the Israelites, “The LORD your
God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your
own brothers. You must listen to him.” This verse promised a
succession of prophets who would speak God’s words to the
people. Ultimately, however, it refers to Jesus Christ. One
commentator notes that the Messianic interpretation of this
passage is mentioned not only in the New Testament, but also
among the Essenes, Jews, Gnostics, and others.{10} Peter
explicitly applied this passage to Jesus in one of his sermons
(Acts 3:22-23).

But not only was the Messiah to be a great prophet, it was
also foretold that he would be a priest and king as well. The
prophet Zechariah was told to make a royal crown and
symbolically set it on the head of Joshua, the high priest.
The Lord then said, “Here is the man whose name is the Branch

he will . . . sit and rule on his throne. And . . . be a
priest on his throne. And there will be harmony between the
two” (Zechariah 6:12-13). ‘The title “Branch” 1is a messianic
title.”{11} So the scene symbolizes the future Messiah, here
referred to as “the Branch,” uniting the offices of king and
priest in one person.

But why is it important that the Messiah be a priest? As a
prophet he speaks God’'s word to the people. As a king he rules
from his throne. But why must he also be a priest? “Because
priests dealt with sin,” says Michael Brown, a Christian
scholar who is ethnically Jewish. “Priests bore the iniquities
of the people on their shoulders.”{12} And this, of course, 1is
precisely what Jesus did for us: “He . . . bore our sins in
his body on the tree” (1 Pet. 2:24).

Dr. Brown points to a tradition in the Talmud that says that
on the Day of Atonement there were three signs that the animal
sacrifices offered by the high priest had been accepted by
God. According to this tradition, in the forty years prior to



the temple’s destruction in A.D. 70, all three signs turned up
negative every single time.{13} Dr. Brown comments, “Jesus
probably was crucified in A.D. 30, and the temple was
destroyed in A.D. 70."”{14} So during this forty-year period
God signaled that he no longer accepted these sacrifices. Why?
Because final atonement had been made by Jesus!{15}

The Significance of His Death

Without any doubt, one of the most astonishing prophecies
about the promised Messiah is found in Isaiah 52-53. The
verses were written about seven hundred years before the birth
of Jesus. They largely concern the death of the Lord’s
“Suffering Servant.” According to many scholars, a careful
comparison of this passage with the Gospels’ portrayal of
Jesus’ suffering and death reveals too many similarities to be
merely coincidental.

In some of the most-cited verses from this intriguing passage
we read: “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was
crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us
peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all,
like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own
way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all”
(Isa. 53:5-6). Here we have a vivid depiction of
substitutionary atonement. The Lord lays upon His servant “the
iniquity of us all” and punishes him “for our transgressions.”
In other words, God’s servant dies as a substitute in our
place. This 1is precisely what Jesus claimed for himself,
saying, “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark
10:45).

The parallels between Isaiah’s “Suffering Servant” and Jesus
are certainly impressive. But some scholars have suggested
that Isaiah’s “servant” is actually the nation of Israel and
not the Messiah. Dr. Michael Brown dismisses this notion



however, insisting that ‘nowhere in the . . . foundational,
authoritative Jewish writings do we find the interpretation
that this passage refers to the nation of Israel. References
to the servant as a people actually end with Isaiah
48:20."{16} What's more, he says, “Many . . . Jewish
interpreters . . . had no problem seeing this passage as
referring to the Messiah . . . By the sixteenth century, Rabbi
Moshe Alshech said, ‘Our rabbis with one voice accept and
affirm . . . that the prophet is speaking of the Messiah, and
we shall . . . also adhere to the same view.'”{17}

For his part, Dr. Brown 1is so convinced that this passage
prophetically depicts the suffering and death of Jesus that he
feels “as if God would have to apologize to the human race and
to the Jewish people for putting this passage into the
scriptures” if Jesus is not the one in view!{18} Although this
1s a strong statement, it’s not unjustified. For Isaiah 53 not
only foretells the death of God’s servant for the sins of the
people, it also implies his resurrection!

The Mystery of His Resurrection

In the opinion of many scholars, Isaiah 53 not only foretells
the death of God’s servant; it also implies his resurrection
from the dead!

It’s important to notice that Isaiah 53 makes it absolutely
clear that the Messiah is put to death. It says that “he was
cut off from the land of the living” (v. 8), and that ‘he
poured out his life unto death” (v. 12). On the other hand,
however, it also says that ‘he will see his offspring and
prolong his days” (v. 10), and that after his suffering “he
will see the light of life and be satisfied” (v. 11). So the
text teaches both that the Messiah will die and that he will
live again. And although the passage doesn’t explicitly teach
the Messiah’s resurrection, it's certainly consistent with it.
This is really staggering in 1light of the compelling



historical evidence for the death and resurrection of

Jesus!'{19}

Let’s now pause to consider what we’ve learned in this brief
article. Micah 5:2 teaches that the Messiah would come out of
Bethlehem, the birthplace of Jesus. Also, by teaching the
preexistence, or even eternality, of the Messiah, the prophecy
suggests that he’ll be a supernatural, possibly even divine,
figure. In Daniel 9:24-27 we saw that the Messiah would appear
to Israel sometime around A.D. 27 — 33, precisely the time of
Jesus’ public ministry! Deuteronomy and Zechariah teach that
the Messiah would minister as prophet, priest, and king. As a
prophet, Jesus spoke God’s word to the people. As a priest, he
offered himself as a perfect sacrifice for our sins. And while
he didn’t reign as king during his first advent, he was called
“the king of the Jews” (Matt. 27:11, 37). And Christians
believe that he’s in some sense reigning now from heaven and
that he’ll one day reign on earth as well (Luke 1:32-33).
Finally, Isaiah 53 teaches that the Messiah would die for our
sins—and then somehow live again. This is consistent with the
New Testament’s record of Jesus’ substitutionary death and
bodily resurrection.

Of course, we’'ve not been able to consider all the prophecies.
But hopefully enough has been said to conclude with Dr. Brown
that if Jesus isn’t the Messiah, “there will never be a
Messiah. It’s too late for anyone else. It’'s him or no
one.”{20} Well, you’'ve now heard the evidence; the verdict is
up to you.
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Making a Defense

Rick Wade explores the meaning of the word “defense” in 1
Peter 3:15, suggesting that all Christians can do what Peter
1s urging us to do in defending our faith.

Apologetics has grown into a very involved discipline over the
last two millennia. From the beginning, Christians have sought
to answer challenges to their claims about Jesus and
complaints and questions about how they 1lived. Those
challenges have changed over the years, and apologetics has
become a much more sophisticated endeavor than it was in the
first century.

The Scripture passage most often used to justify
apologetics is 1 Peter 3:15: “In your hearts honor
Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to
make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason
for the hope that is in you; yet do it with
gentleness and respect.” This verse is probably used so often
because it sounds like marching orders. Other Scriptures show
us defense in action; this one tells us to do it.

The word translated “defense” here is apologia which is a term
taken from the legal world to refer to the defense a person
gave in court. It is one of several words used in Scripture
that carry legal connotations. Some others are witness,
testify and testimony, evidence, persuade, and accuse.

Something that scholars have noticed about Scripture 1is the
presence of a kind of trial motif in both Old and New
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Testaments, what one New Testament scholar calls the “cosmic
trial motif.”{1} There is a trial of sorts with God on one
side and the fallen world on the other. The use of legal
terminology isn’t merely coincidental.

Think about the arguments you’ve heard presented by apologists
that are philosophical or scientific or historical. The core
issue of apologetics is generally thought as being truth.{2}
While all this fits with what Peter had in mind, I believe
there was something deeper and wider behind his exhortation.

In short, I think Peter was concerned with two things:
faithfulness and speaking up for Christ. He wanted Christians
to acknowledge and not deny Christ. And, as we’ll see later,
Jesus said demands for a defense were to be seen as
opportunities to bear witness. Defense in the New Testament
doesn’t function separately from proclaiming the gospel.

The 0ld Testament Background

As I noted earlier, there is a kind of cosmic trial motif
running through Scripture, or what we might call a “forensic
theme,” which provides a background for understanding Peter’s
exhortation. One thing that will help us think about defense
and witness in the New Testament is to look at the trial motif
in the 0ld Testament.

Bible scholar A. A. Trites notes the frequency with which one
encounters lawsuits or controversy addressed in a legal manner
in the 0ld Testament such as in the book of Job and in the
prophets. On occasions of legal controversy, witnhesses were
the primary way of proving one’s case. They were not expected
to be “merely objective informants,” as we might expect
today.{3} The parties involved “serve both as witnesses and as
advocates,” Trites says. “It is the task of the witnesses not
only to attest the facts but also to convince the opposite
side of the truth of them (Isaiah 41:21-4, 26; 43:9; 51:22;



cf. Gen. 38:24-6)."{4}

Especially notable in the 0ld Testament is the controversy
between Yahweh and the pagan gods, represented by the other
nations, recorded in Isaiah chapters 40-55. “The debate is
over the claims of Yahweh as Creator, the only true God and
the Lord of history (40:25-31; 44:6-8; 45:8-11, 21),” says
Trites.{5} Yahweh brings charges and calls the nations to
present their witnesses, and then calls Israel to be His
witness. A representative passage, which I'll leave you to
look up for yourself, is Isa. 43:9-12.

Since the other nations have nothing to support their case on
behalf of their gods, they lose by default. By contrast,
Israel has witnessed the work and character of Yahweh.

The New Testament: John and Luke

As I continue to set the context for understanding 1 Peter
3:15, I turn now to look at defense in the New Testament.

The apostles had a special role to fulfill in the proclamation
of the gospel because they were eyewitnesses to the events of
Jesus’ life. Trites says that they “were to be Christ’s
advocates, serving in much the same way that the witnesses for
the defendant served in the 0ld Testament legal assembly.”{6}
Beyond giving the facts, they announced that Jesus is Lord of
all and God’s appointed judge, and they called people to
believe (see Acts 10:36; cf. 2:36-40; 20:21).{7}

I spoke above about the controversy recorded in Isaiah 40-55
between Yahweh and the nations and their gods. This “lawsuit”
continues in the Gospels in the conflict between Jesus and the
Jews. New Testament scholar Richard Bauckham writes, “It is
this lawsuit that the Gospel of John sees taking place in the
history of Jesus, as the one true God demonstrates His deity
in controversy with the claims of the world.”{8} Multiple
witnesses are brought forth in John’s Gospel. In chapter 5



alone Jesus names His own works, John the Baptist, God the
Father, and the 0ld Testament. And there are others, for
example the Samaritan woman in chapter 4, and the crowd who
witnessed the raising of Lazarus in chapter 12.

This witness extends beyond simply stating the facts. As in
the Old Testament, testimony is intended to convince listeners
to believe. The purpose of John’s Gospel was to lead people to
belief in Christ (20:30-31).

The concept of witness is important for Luke as well;
obviously so in the book of Acts, but also in his Gospel. In
Luke 24 we read where Jesus told His disciples, “Thus it 1is
written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day
rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of
sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations,
beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.
And behold, I am sending the promise of my Father upon you.
But stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on
high” (24:45-49). Here we have a set of events, a group of
witnesses, and the empowerment of the Spirit.

The New Testament: Luke and Paul

It was a dangerous thing to be a Christian in the first
century, just as it is in some parts of the world today. Jesus
warned His disciples, “they will lay their hands on you and
persecute you, delivering you up to the synagogues and
prisons.” Listen to what He says next: “This will be your
opportunity to bear witness. Settle it therefore in your minds
not to meditate beforehand how to answer” (Lk. 21:12-14). “How
to answer” 1is the word apologia, the one Peter uses for “make
a defense” in 1 Peter 3:15.

It’s important to keep the central point of this passage in
Luke in view. What Jesus desired first of all were faithful
witnesses. The apostles would face hostility as He did, and



when challenged to explain themselves they were not to fear
men but God, to confess Christ and not deny Him. This warning
is echoed in 1 Peter 3:14-15. Jesus’ disciples would be called
upon to defend their actions or their teachings, but their
main purpose was to speak on behalf of Christ. Furthermore,
they shouldn’t be anxious about what they would say, for the
Spirit would give them the words (Lk. 12:12; 21:15). This
isn’t to say they shouldn’t learn anything; Jesus spent a lot
of time teaching His followers. It simply means that the
Spirit would take such opportunities to deliver the message He
wanted to deliver.

Witness and defense were the theme of Paul’s ministry. He said
that Jesus appointed him to be a witness for Christ (Acts
22:15; 26:16; see also 23:11). As he traveled about, preaching
the gospel, he was called upon to defend himself before the
Jews in Jerusalem (Acts 22 and 23), before the governor,
Felix, in Caesarea (chap. 24), and before King Agrippa (chap.
26) .

Toward the end of his life when he was imprisoned in Rome,
Paul told the church in Philippi, “I am put here for the
defense of the gospel (1:16; cf. v.7). That claim is in the
middle of a paragraph about preaching Christ (Phil. 1:15-18).

In obedience to Jesus, Paul was faithful to confess and not
deny. Although he was called upon to defend himself or his
actions, he almost always turned the opportunity into a
defense and proclamation of the gospel.

1 Peter

Finally I come to 1 Peter 3:15. What is the significance of
what I've said about the trial motif in Scripture for this
verse?

A key theme in 1 Peter 1is a proper response to persecution.
Christians were starting to suffer for their faith (3:8-4:2).



Peter encouraged them to stand firm as our Savior did who
himself “suffered in the flesh,” as Peter wrote (4:1).

After exhorting his readers to “turn away from evil and do
good” (1 Pet. 3:11), Peter says,

Now who is there to harm you if you are zealous for what is
good? But even if you should suffer for righteousness’ sake,
you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled,
but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always
being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for
a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with
gentleness and respect, having a good conscience, so that,
when you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior
in Christ may be put to shame (3:13-16).

The main point of this passage is faithfulness: faithfulness
in righteous living, and faithfulness in honoring Christ and
speaking up when challenged.

So how does the idea of witness fit in here? I submit that
Peter would have remembered Jesus’ instructions to turn
demands for a defense into opportunities to bear witness.
Remember Luke 21:137 Peter did this himself. When he and John
were called before Caiaphas, as we read in Acts 4 and 5,
rather than deny Jesus as he did when Jesus was on trial (Mk.
14:66-72), Peter faithfully proclaimed Christ not once but
twice. The second time he said, “We must obey God rather than
men,” and then he laid out the gospel message (Acts 5:27-32;
see also 4:5-22).

Sometimes I hear apologists talking about how to put
apologetics and evangelism together. While there may be a
conceptual distinction between the two, they are both aspects
of the one big task of bearing witness for Jesus. The
trajectory of our engagement with unbelief ought always to be
the proclamation of the gospel even if we can’t always get
there. As Paul said in 1 Cor. 2:5, our faith rests properly in



Christ and the message of the cross, not in the strength of an
argument.

Defense and witness are the responsibility of all of us. If
that seems rather scary, remember that we’re promised, in Luke
12:12, the enabling of the Spirit to give us the words we
need.
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The Qur’an From a Christian
Perspective

Steve Cable provides a biblical understanding of Islam’s holy
book, drawing on James White’s book What Every Christian Needs
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to Know About the Qur’an {1}. Christians interacting with
Muslims will benefit from a basic understanding of the
development and the teaching of the Qur’an.

Introduction and Background

Beginning with the basics, we need to understand how the
Qur’an came into our possession and how it is viewed by most
Muslims. The founder of Islam, Muhammad, was born in Mecca
around AD 570 and began to receive instruction leading to the
religion of Islam at the age of 40 in AD 610. “The classical
belief is that while [the Qur’an’s] entirety was “sent down”
in one night, the Night of Power, but Muhammad himself
received it piecemeal over twenty-two years.”{2} Muhammad did
not receive a written version as Joseph Smith claimed to have
received for the Book of Mormon. Rather he memorized what was
told him by the Angel Gabriel and passed it on to certain
followers.

The popular Muslim belief is summarized in a recent guide to
Islam as follows: “The Qur’an is the literal word of God,
which He revealed to His Prophet Muhammad through the Angel
Gabriel. It was memorized by Muhammad, who then dictated it to
his Companions. They, in turn, memorized it, wrote it down,
and reviewed it with the Prophet Muhammad. . . . Not one
letter of the Qur’an has been changed over the centuries.”{3}

“From the position of Sunni Islamic orthodoxy, the Qur’an is
as eternal as Allah himself. It is the very Word of God,
without even the slightest imperfection. The finger of man has
no place in it, as the book held reverently in the hand today
is an exact copy of a tablet in heaven upon which the Qur’an
has been written from eternity past.”{4}
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How this view holds up to a critical review of the history of
Muhammad and the early days of Islam following his death will
be addressed later in this document. For now it is important
to understand that to a devout Muslim, the Qur’an in its
original Arabic is above analysis and above question, for it
is a matter of faith that it has been perfectly transmitted
and maintained. Note the Qur’an exists only in Arabic. Even
though most Muslims depend upon a translation for their access
to the teachings of the Qur’an, Muslims still would say the
Qur’an itself is not translatable and the public prayers must
also be done in Arabic.

It is interesting to realize that the Qur’an in multiple
places states that Allah “sent down the Torah and the Gospel”
as works that serve as guidance to mankind. One cannot help
but wonder, why God would send down the Torah and the Gospels
when the Qur’an existed from eternity past and according to
Muslim thought supersedes and corrects misconceptions men
developed from reading these earlier texts. Why didn’t God
protect the Gospels in the same way as the Qur’an?

In what follows, we will look at where teachings of the Qur’an
are counter to the truth of the Bible and to the historical
facts. We will also consider how the current Qur’an came into
existence, asking why the creator of the world would pass down
his truth in such an uncontrolled fashion.

The Qur’an and Biblical Beliefs

Most Muslims, if they know anything about Christianity, will
point to three primary problems with our faith:

1. the Trinity,
2. the resurrection of Jesus, and
3. the corruption of the Scriptures.

Is there anything taught in the Qur’an that causes them to
reject the Christian concept of trinity?



In his book, James White describes the key Islamic belief in
this way, “Ask any sincere follower what defines Islam, and
they will answer quickly tawhid, the oneness of Allah, as
expressed in Islam’s great confession, “I profess that there
is only one God worthy of worship and Muhammad is His
messenger.” . . . Without tawhid, you have no Islam.”{5}

Interestingly, the word tawhid in that form does not appear in
the Qur’an just as the word trinity does not appear in the
Bible. They are words to describe a concept clearly taught in
those two books. The difference between these two words is a
major difference between these religions. The Islamic concept
of tawhid is that Allah has only and can only exist in one
form, the creator of the universe. The Christian understanding
is that the one God is expressed in three ways or persons, the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. All the persons of God
were involved in the creation of this universe and reflect the
full nature of God. The Bible is very clear that the Trinity
is one God as shown for example in 1 Corinthians 8:4, 6:

“There is no God but one . . . for us there is but one God,
the Father, from whom are all things and we exist for Him;
and one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we
exist through Him.”

In Islam, the most feared of all sins 1is called shirk,
associating anyone, or anything with Allah. A person who dies
in this state of idolatry cannot be forgiven. In Islamic
thought, Allah is free to forgive any other sin if he so
desires, but he will not forgive anyone who dies in idolatry.

This teaching causes the Trinity to become an unforgivable sin
for Christians. “Many Muslims believe that the doctrine of the
Trinity and, in particular, the worship of Jesus is an
(unforgivable) act of shirk. This has led many of them to
conclude that Christians, as a group, are bound for hell.”{6}

The Qur’'an attempts to address the Trinity but does it show



knowledge of the concept so that the criticisms offered are
accurate and meaningful? “The reason for the question is self-
evident: If the Qur'an is the very words of Allah without
admixture of man’s insights or thoughts, then it would follow
inevitably that its representations will be perfectly accurate
and its arguments compelling.”{7}

What does the Qur’'an say about the Trinity? First, it holds up
monotheism as the correction for the false Christian claim of
the “three.” By holding to this concept of the “three,”
Christians are actually polytheists, denying that God is one.
The author of the Qur’an does not understand that Christians
are saying there is one God who manifests in three distinct
forms or persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. But
the misunderstanding goes much further than this. The Qur’an
is very clear that the “three” are the Father, the Son, and
Mary. As stated in Surah 5:116,

And when Allah said: “0 Jesus son of Mary! Did you say to
mankind: ‘Take me and my mother for two gods other than
Allah?’” He said: “Transcendent are you! It was not mine to
say that of which I had no right. "

And this view is reiterated in the Islamic commentaries, the
hadith. “Nothing in the Qur’anic text actually addresses the
essence of Christian faith, even though it is painfully clear
the author thought he was doing so.”{8}

White believes this distinction helps us respond to the oft-
asked question, “Is Allah the same god as Yahweh?” Although
Muslims make reference to the one God of Abraham, they deny
the witness of the incarnation and the resurrection. Thus
denying the entirety of the Christian faith. “If worship is an
act of truth, then Muslims and Christians are not worshiping
the same object. We do not worship the same God.”{9}

So, we see the Qur’an misrepresents the Christian doctrine of
the Trinity and relegates Allah to a lower status than



omnipotent God by declaring that Allah is not capable of
appearing in multiple forms.

The Qur’an, Jesus and Salvation

As we consider what Muslims are taught in the Qur’an, we next
look at the second stumbling block in their view of
Christianity: the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ
the Son of God.

The Qur’an has quite a bit to say about Jesus as a prophet of
God, specifically stating He was not God and was not
crucified. The name of Jesus appears 25 times in the Qur’an,
almost always as Isa ibn Mariam, i.e. Jesus the son of Mary.
Jesus 1is presented as the result of a miraculous virgin birth.
In the Qur’an, Surah 3:47, it is written, “She said, My Lord!
How can I have a child, when no man has touched me? He
replied, “such is the will of Allah. He creates what He will.
When He decrees a thing He only says: ‘Be!’ and it is.”{10}

The question of how Jesus came to be is an important topic for
comparison. First, we see the Qur’an says that Allah created
Jesus by declaring His existence and having Him born of a
virgin. Second, we understand that the author of the Qur’an
believed Christians teach that Jesus came into being as the
child of a physical, sexual union between God and Mary. Third,
Christianity actually teaches that Jesus was the preexistent
creator of the universe (John 1:1-3, Colossians 1:16-17),
always and fully God, who became fully man being born of a
virgin. Note that the primary difference between the Qur’an’s
view of Jesus’ birth and a biblical view of Jesus’ birth is
not the role of Mary, but rather the Qur’an says that Jesus
was created at His human conception and the Bible clearly
states that Jesus 1is eternal and was not created but rather
took on a new form at his birth:

Although He existed in the form of God, did not regard



equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied
Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made
in the likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a man,
He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of
death, even death on a cross. (Philippians 2:6-8)

The words attributed to Jesus in the Qur’an, beginning with
words spoken from the crib, are not found in any source from

the 1°* through 5" centuries. “But the Muslim understanding is
that no such historical foundation is needed for lengthy
portions of narrative for its words to be true. This is the
Qur’an. It has been preserved. For the large majority, that
ends the discussion, even when the same believers will then
embrace historical criticism to question the value of His
words in the Gospels.”{11}

When it comes to the cross, the Qur’an stands firmly and
inalterably against the mass of historical evidence and the
almost universal view of the populace of itsday. This Qur’anic
view 1s not sprinkled throughout the teaching, but rather
appears in only one verse, namely Surah 4:157-

“They slew him not, nor crucified him, but it appeared so to
them; and those who disagree concerning it are in doubt
thereof; they have no knowledge of it except the pursuit of
a conjecture; [but] certainly they slew him not. But Allah
raised him up to Himself.”

This verse stands alone in the Qur’'an and surprisingly without
commentary in the hadith literature as well. This verse,
written six hundred years after the events, in a place far
removed from Jerusalem, takes a position counter to the gospel
texts from the first century and counter to six centuries of
Christian teaching. In more recent times, various Muslim
apologists have surmised various tales to build upon this one
verse. For example, some Muslims believe that someone else
died on the cross and Jesus fled to India to continue his
ministry there.{12} Regardless of what unsubstantiated fairy



tales one conjures up to support its claim, this verse 1is
based on no historical knowledge of the events surrounding the
death and resurrection of Jesus.

“This suggests the author did not have even the slightest
knowledge of the centrality of God’s redeeming act in Christ
on the cross. . . The Qur’an places itself, and all who would
believe in it, in direct opposition not only to the Gospels
but also everything history itself says on the subject. The
question must be asked: Who, truly, is following mere
conjecture here? Those who were eyewitnesses on the Hill of
the Skull outside Jerusalem? Or the author of the Qur’an, more
than half a millennium later?”{13}

Without the cross, salvation in the Qur’an comes through an
unknowable mixture of predestination, good works, and the
capricious will of Allah. “In Islam, forgiveness 1is an
impersonal act of arbitrary divine power. In Christianity,
forgiveness is a personal act of purposeful and powerful yet
completely just divine grace.”{14}

One cannot attribute these differences between the Qur’an and
the New Testament to a minor corruption of the biblical text
as they reflect the core themes of these books.

Corrupting the Gospels

As discussed above, most Muslims have been taught there are
three primary problems with our faith: the Trinity, the
resurrection of Jesus, and the corruption of the scripture. We
have dealt with the Trinity and the resurrection of Jesus. Now
let us turn to the corruption of scripture.

Most Muslims will affirm to you that the Christian scriptures
cannot be relied upon because they have been changed and
corrupted over the years and do not reflect the true message
of Jesus. But is this affirmation what is taught by the
Qur’an, and does it have any basis other than hearsay?



The Qur'an 1s very clear that the messages sent to the
prophets of the Bible are to be believed. For example, Surah
3:84 says, “We believe in Allah . . . and that which was sent
down to Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and the
tribes; and that which was given to Moses and Jesus and the
Prophets from their Lord. We make no distinction between any
of them, and to Him we have surrendered.” Or as stated in a
hadith, “Therefore, faithful Muslims believe in every Prophet
whom Allah has sent and in every Book He revealed, and never
disbelieve in any of them.”{15}

Very clearly, the Qur’an states that what was given to the 0Old
Testament prophets and to Jesus was the truth of God. It is
not just the prophets themselves who were from the Lord, for
the Qur’'an states that Allah “sent down the Torah and the
Gospel” as works that serve as “guidance to mankind.” If this
is the case, why do Muslims not interpret the Qur’an in light
of the truth from the Gospels, assuming that Allah’s truth
never changes?

In contrast, it is a virtual pillar of Islamic orthodoxy to
hold that the Bible has undergone significant revisions so
much as to make them totally unreliable and thus, useless to a
modern day Muslim. As James White puts it, “Muslims around the
world are taught that the Jews and the Christians altered
their Scriptures, though there is no agreement as to when this
took place. If anything unites Islamic apologists, it is the
persistent assertion of Qur’anic perfection in contrast to the
corrupted nature of the Bible, particularly the New
Testament.” {16}

This position certainly makes sense from a human perspective.
For if one takes the position presented by the Qur’an that we
are to believe every word of the Bible, then the huge
differences between the theology of the New Testament and the
theology of the Qur’an leave one little choice: either reject
the Qur’an as not from God, or assume that all of the
differences are the result of some massive corruption of the



message of the Bible. The normal assumption taught to Muslims
today is this corruption happened early on, perhaps even with
the apostle Paul.

However, the preponderance of verses in the Qur’an which
address this issue point to the corruption as being a
distortion of the meaning (not the words) of the text. One
example is found in Surah 3:78, “And there is a party of them
who distort the Book with their tongues, that you may think
that what they say is from the Book, when it is not from the
Book.” As White observes, “We must conclude that the now
predominant claim of the biblical texts themselves, having
undergone major alteration and corruption, 1is a later
polemical and theological perspective not required by the
Qur’anic text itself. It comes not from the positive teachings
of Muhammad but through the unalterable fact of the Qur'anic
author’'s unfamiliarity with the actual biblical text.”{17}

As noted by a Christian, Al-Kindi, writing to a Muslim around
AD 820, “The situation is plain enough; you witness to the
truth of our text—-then again you contradict the witness you
bear and allege that we have corrupted it; this is the height
of folly.”{18}

In Surah 5:47, we are urged as Christians to judge by what
Allah has revealed in the Gospels. If this admonition has any
meaning at all, it must assume that Christians had access to a

valid gospel in the 7" century during the life of Muhammad.

What Christians had as the Gospels in the 7" century is what
we have as the Gospels today. In fact, “each canonical gospel
we read today we can document to have existed in that very
form three centuries before Muhammad’s ministry. A Christian
judging Muhammad'’s claims by the New Testament and finding
that he was ignorant of the teachings of the apostles,
ignorant of the cross, the resurrection . . . and meaning of
the gospel itself, is simply doing what the Qur’an commands us
to do in this text.”{19}



Thus, while modern Muslims claim the Bible is corrupt and
unreliable, the Qur’'an appears to teach that the scriptures
available to Jews and Christians during Muhammad’s day were
correct and should be followed; as long as one did not
reinterpret the meaning into something that was not really
said. However, doing so would lead one to the conclusion that
the Qur’an was written by someone who was not knowledgeable
concerning Jewish and Christian scripture.

The Perfection of the Qur’an

As noted earlier, one of the primary objections Muslims voice
toward Christianity is their belief that our Scriptures have
been changed and corrupted while the Qur’an in Arabic is
exactly the words given to Muhammad fourteen hundred years
ago. Does this belief stand up to impartial scrutiny?

The modern Muslim view of the Qur’an does not allow for the
critical examination of sources and variations as has been
done for the New Testament. Many bible scholars such as Dallas
Theological Seminary professor, Daniel Wallace{20}, point out
that the large number of ancient manuscripts from different
locations and times give us a richness of sources allowing us
to identify the original text of the Christian New Testament
with a high degree of confidence. Muslims on the other hand
are relying on a specific follower, Uthman the third Caliph,
who was purported to have assimilated the correct version and
to have ordered the destruction of all other versions.

If the Qur’an is a perfect representation of the message from
Allah, what accounts for the differences in multiple accounts
of the same story recorded in the Qur’an? For example, four
different Surahs contain the story of Lot in Sodom. Each
recounting of the story is different from the others even when
quoting what Lot said to the Sodomites. Thus we have Muslims
pointing to differences in accounts among the Gospels but
ignoring accounts of the same events throughout the Qur’an



which differ in detail, order, and content.

When we find this type of variation in the Gospels, we
recognize that each gospel was written by a different author
with a different perspective inspired by the Holy Spirit. But
if the Qur’an was preexistent in heaven and given to one man
by one angel, one would not expect these types of variants.
But as James White notes, “We could provide numerous examples
of parallel passages all illustrating with clarity that the
serious Muslim exegete must face the reality that the Qur’anic
text requires exegesis and harmonization.”{21}

In addition to these troubling passages recounting different
versions of the same events, we also find legendary stories
about the life of Jesus which do not appear in any of the
known accounts from the first century. White points out, “The
Qur’an fails to make any differentiation between what 1is
clearly legendary in character and what 1is based on the Hebrew
or the Christian Scriptures. Stories that developed centuries
after the events they pretend to describe are coupled directly
with historically based accounts that carry serious weight and
truth content. . . . This kind of fantastic legendary material
is hardly the kind of source that can be trusted, and yet the
Qur’an’s author shows not the slightest understanding of its
nature and combines them with historical materials.”{22}

In addition to the inconsistencies in retelling stories and
the incorporation of legends generated centuries after the
actual events, we also should consider whether the current
Qur’an 1is the perfectly accurate version of the earliest
version supposedly shared verbally by Muhammad with certain
followers. The common Islamic claims are strong and clear:

“The Qur'an is the literal word of God, which He revealed to
His Prophet Muhammad through the Angel Gabriel. It was
memorized by Muhammad, who then dictated it to his Companions.
They, in turn memorized it, wrote it down, and reviewed it
with the Prophet Muhammad . . . Not one letter of the Qur’an



has been changed over the centuries.”{23}

“It is a miracle of the Qur’an that no change has occurred in
a single word, a single [letter of the] alphabet, a single
punctuation mark, or a single diacritical mark in the text of
the Qur’an during the last fourteen centuries.”{24}

Interestingly, the hadiths give us early insight into one view
of how the written Qur’an was collected and who was involved.
At the time Muhammad died, there was no written version of the
Qur’an. It was carried about in the minds of a set of men
called the Qurra, each of whom had memorized at least a
portion of the Qur’an. However, a number of these Qurra were
being killed in battles, raising the prospect that a
significant portion of the Qur’an might be lost. According to
one hadith, Zaid bin Thabit undertook the task of collecting a
written version.

“To many outside the Muslim faith, the Qur’'an’s organization
looks tremendously haphazard and even Islamic literature notes
how one surah can contain materials Muhammad gave at very
different times in his life. Many Muslims assume Muhammad was
behind this organization, but there is little reason to
believe it. Zaid and his committee are far more likely to have
been responsible.”{25}

Eighteen years later the third Caliph, Uthman, charged Zaid
and others with rewriting the manuscripts in perfect copies.
In the process of doing this, Zaid reportedly found at least
two more passages that he had missed in his earlier
compilation. Once this was accomplished, “Uthman sent to every
Muslim province one copy of what they had copied, and ordered
that all the other Qur’'anic materials, whether written in
fragmentary manuscripts or whole copies, be burnt.”{26}

Not every scholar agrees that this story from a hadith 1is
accurate and many suggest a much later date after AD 705 for
the compilation of the Qur’an we find today. Whether it was



Uthman or some later compilation effort, since the eighth
century, we have had a fairly stable text for the Qur’an with
few variants. “Muslims see this as a great advantage, even an
example of divine inspiration and preservation. In reality,
just the opposite is the case. When a text has a major
interruption in transmission, one’'s certainty of being able to
obtain the original text becomes limited to the materials that
escape the revisionist pen. For the Muslim, Uthman had to get
it right, because if he was wrong, there is little hope of
ever undoing his work."”{27}

Al-Kindi, the Christian apologist writing around AD 820, had
much to say on the formation of the Qur’an. He records that
multiple versions were collated during the time of Uthman
stating, “One man, then, read one version of the Qur’an, his
neighbor another, and differed. One man said to his neighbor:
“My text is better than yours,” while his neighbor defended
his own. So additions and losses came about and falsification
of the text.”{28} According to Al-Kindi, this situation caused
Uthman to take his action while his rivals, such as Ali

(Muhammad’s cousin and the 4™ Caliph), created and kept their
own manuscripts. Al-Kindi listed alterations and changes made
to the earlier documents in creating Uthman’s version. One of
the reasons Al-Kindi had access to this type of information
was the open warfare between the Sunnis and the Shiites, led
to charges and countercharges of corruption.

Al-Kindi concludes his discussion stating, “You know what
happened between Ali, Abu Bakr, Umar and Uthman, how they
hated each other and quarreled and corrupted the text; how
each one tried to oppose his neighbor and to refute what he
(had) said. Pray, how are we to know which is the true text,
and how shall we distinguish it from the false?”{29}

As White states, “It is self-evident that no matter how stable
or even primitive the Uhtmanic tradition is, it is not the
only stream that can claim direct connection to Muhammad and



the primitive period of Qur’'anic compilation. The greatest
concern for any follower of Muhammad should be what he said
(or what he received from the Angel Gabriel), not what an
uninspired Caliph later thought he should have said.”{30}

The study of manuscripts shows beyond all possible question
that the Qur’an was neither written down in perfection in the
days of Muhammad, nor was it never altered or changed in its
transmission.

White concludes his study with this thought, “When we obey the
command of Surah 5:4 and test Muhammad’s claims in the light
of the gospel, of history, and of consistency and
truthfulness, we find him, and the Qur’an to fail these tests.
The Qur’an is not a further revelation of the God who revealed
Himself in Jesus Christ. The author of the Qur’an did not
understand the gospel, did not understand the Christian faith,
and as such cannot stand in the line of Moses to Jesus to
Muhammad that he claimed.”{31}
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Jesus

Dr. Pat Zukeran explores the radical differences between
Muhammad and Jesus, and the implications of following their
examples and teachings.

Muhammad and Jesus are the founders of the two largest
religions in the world and two of the most influential people
in the history of the world. Both men serve not only as
founders but also the ideal models whose lives are to be
emulated by all their followers. What kind of lives did they
live? What example did they leave behind, and how is their
example impacting our world today?

This work will examine the lives of both men. In
my research I have relied on what is considered by
Muslims to be some of the most authoritative
historical sources on the life of Muhammad. The
first source is the Qur’an, the inspired text of
Islam. Second is the Hadith, a record of the many sayings and
the life events of Muhammad. The most recognized collection is
by Ismail Sahih Bukhari, written in 870. Third is the first
and most authoritative biography of Muhammad, written by Ibn
Ishaq nearly 150 years after Muhammad’s death.

In examining the life of Jesus, I relied primarily on the New
Testament. The four Gospels are biographies of His life.
Matthew, Mark, and Luke were written prior to AD 70, and John
was written in AD 95. The letters of the New Testament written
by His disciples also serve as a historical source. Most were
written prior to AD 70 while some, like 1 Corinthians, were
written as early as AD 55.

Muslims believe that Muhammad is the perfect example to follow
in all aspects of life. The Qur’an states that in Muhammad,
“Ye have indeed in the Apostle of God a beautiful pattern and
excellent model of conduct” (Surah 33:21). It also states that
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Muhammad demonstrates “an excellent standard of character”
(Surah 68:4).

The Qur’an also emphasizes that obedience to Muhammad’s
teachings 1is equivalent to obeying Allah, as evidenced when
Surah 4:80 states that “he who obeys the Apostle, obeys
Allah.” Moreover, Surah 4:115 also reflects how highly Muslims
revere Muhammad as it explains the fate of one who disobeys:
“If anyone contends with the Apostle even after guidance has
been plainly conveyed to him, and follows a path other than
that becoming to men of faith, we shall leave him in the path
he has chosen, and land him in Hell-what an evil refuge.”

Muslims are called to imitate Muhammad in all aspects of their
lives, even in their daily activities. Islamic scholar John
Esposito writes, “Muslims look to Muhammad’s example for
guidance in all aspects of life: how to treat friends as well
as enemies, what to eat and drink, how to make love and war.

His impact on Muslim life cannot be overestimated, since
he served as both religious and political head of Medina:
prophet of God, ruler, military commander, chief judge,
lawgiver. . . . Traditions of the Prophet provide guidance for
personal hygiene, dress, eating, marriage, treatment of wives,
diplomacy, and warfare.”{1}

Christians are not called to copy Christ in all aspects of
their lives as Muslims do Muhammad. Rather, Christians are
called to reflect the character, mindset, and attitude of
Christ (1 Corinthians 11:1, Philippians. 2:5, 1 Peter 2:21).
Christ focused on the inner transformation of the heart and
mind of the individual which would result in righteous living
(Matthew 5:8, 6:21, 15:8, 18).

When making decisions in their lives, Muslims will ask, “What
would Muhammad do?” while Christians ask, “What would Jesus
do?” Since these two men serve as models of perfect conduct
for their followers to imitate, it is important to learn what
kind of lives they lived. This work will present a brief



overview and highlight key events in the lives of each person
as we explore that which can be learned from their examples.

The Call of Muhammad and Jesus

Muhammad and Jesus lived remarkable yet radically different
lives. Muhammad was born in AD 570. His family was part of the
Quraysh tribe, which oversaw the Mecca temple where the
deities of Arabia were worshipped. His father died when he was
very young, and his mother died when he was six. He was raised
by his grandfather and later by his uncle. At the age of
twenty-five, he married Khadija, his employer, who was fifteen
years his elder.

At the age of forty, Muhammad received his first visitation
from the angel Gabriel. According to Ibn Ishaq, the giving and
receiving of the revelation was quite violent in nature.
Gabriel came to Muhammad and ordered him to read his message.
Being illiterate, Muhammad asked Gabriel, “What shall I read?”
It is then Gabriel pressed Muhammad so hard that Muhammad
thought he was going to die. This was repeated three times
until Muhammad read the following message from Gabriel: “Read
in the name of thy Lord who created, who created man of blood
coagulated. Read! Thy Lord is the most beneficent, who taught
by the pen, taught that which they knew not unto men.” After
this the angel Gabriel departed.{2}

Muhammad was terrified by this incident. Bukhari records that
Muhammad returned home trembling and sought to hide under a
blanket. His first thought was that he had come under demonic
influence.{3} In fact, he was so troubled that he became
suicidal. Ishaq records that since Muhammad did not want
anyone in his tribe to discover that he was possessed, he
resolved to go to the top of a mountain and commit suicide.{4}
However, his wife and her cousin Waraqa, an Ebionite
Christian, encouraged him that he was not possessed but rather
a prophet of God.{5} Through their encouragement, he came to
believe that he had received a divine message from Allah.



Prior to his encounter with Gabriel and throughout his life,
Muhammad struggled with demonic possession. Ishaq records an
incident during Muhammad’s childhood when his foster parents,
al-Harith and Halima, were raising him. One day while behind
the tents, two men clothed in white threw Muhammad to the
ground, opened up his belly, and searched through it. His
foster father felt the boy might have suffered a stroke.
Halima, his foster mother who had nursed Muhammad, believed a
demon had possessed him.{6}

Another account of Muhammad’'s struggle with demon possession
occurred a few years after his prophetic calling when Muhammad
believed he received a revelation allowing Muslims to worship
the three gods of the Quraysh. However, he later admitted that
Satan possessed him when he uttered those verses.{7} Allah
eventually forgave Muhammad but gave him a stern warning
recorded in Surah 17:73-75. Also another time after his
prophetic calling Muhammad fell under the spell of a Jewish
magician named Labid for one year.{8}

In contrast, biblical prophets and apostles clearly understood
their visions were from God rather than Satan or demons.
Although some were frightened by their vision of God or the
angels before them, they were not violently handled. Instead
they were given an assuring introductions such as “Do not be
afraid” (Luke 1:13, 28-30, 2:10, Isa. 6:6-7, Revelation 1:17).
Jesus’ birth was miraculous, and He understood His mission
from His childhood (Luke 2:41-52). Throughout His life, Jesus
clearly distinguished between God’s message and Satan’s.
During His temptation in the desert, He did not struggle with
possession but instead defeated Satan’s attacks using the word
of God. Throughout His ministry, Jesus demonstrated authority
over the demonic realm, and the demons were terrified of Him
(Matthew 8:16, Luke 8:26-39). Through His death and
resurrection, Jesus defeated Satan and the demonic hosts. Paul
states that Jesus “disarmed the rulers and authorities and put
them to open shame by triumphing over them in Him” (Colossians



2:15).

The contrast is readily apparent. One man struggled from
demonic presence in his 1life; the other conquered the devil.

The Warrior and the Rabbi

At the beginning of their mission, both Muhammad and Jesus
began preaching in their home territory, and both were
persecuted for their message. However, the two responded very
differently to their opposition. Muhammad resorted to the use
of force while Jesus pursued the path of peace.

Muhammad began preaching in Mecca. During his thirteen years
preaching in Mecca he preached a message of tolerance towards
other religions as he sought to win the favor of the people.
It is at this time that several passages teaching tolerance of
the Jews and Christians were recorded (Surah 2:62, 5:69, and
22:17). However, as the persecution grew, he fled to Medina 1in
622. This event is one of the most important events in Islam
known as the Hijira. In Medina he gained a following and
became the leader of the city. It is in Medina as his power
grew that his message transformed to one of intolerance of
unbelievers. Moreover, he began to encourage the use of
military force. Earlier Suras of tolerance were abrogated by
the new revelations exhorting Muslims to Jihad against
unbelievers.

To sustain his growing army and impress the Quraysh in Mecca
of his growing power, he raided commercial caravans on their
way to Mecca. He received revelations endorsing his raids to
attack unbelievers and seize their valuables (Surah 8:38-45 &
60-65, 22:39-40, 2:244, 4:95-97). Bukhari records that on his
first raid at Al-Abwa, Muhammad was asked if it was
permissible to attack at night since doing so would endanger
the lives of the women and children traveling with the
caravans. Muhammad replied, “They (women and children) are
from them (the opposition).” In other words, he permitted the



killing or capture of women and children during the raids.{9}
The booty collected from the raids was distributed among his
men.

These raids incited the Meccans to war against Muhammad. Four
major battles were fought between Muhammad and the Quraysh
armies of Mecca. In 624 the two armies met at Badr where
Muhammad defeated the armies of Mecca. This victory instilled
confidence in Muhammad of his calling. He believed Allah
fought for him to bring about victory (Surah 3:123-125, 8:9,
12-13).

A year later the Meccan army returned and engaged Muhammad’s
army at Uhud, a mountain near Mecca. This time Muhammad was
defeated, and his army retreated to Medina. Muhammad was
bloodied in the battle and he vowed revenge on his
enemies. {10}

In the spring of 627, the Jews of Medina plotted with the army
of Mecca against Muhammad. Hearing of this plot, Muhammad dug
a trench around the city of Medina. The Meccan army laid siege
to the city but were unable to capture the city and returned
to Mecca. After the retreat of the Meccan army, Muhammad
sought to deal with the Jews of Medina who had plotted against
him. Ibn Ishaq records that Muhammad “went out to the market
of Medina and dug trenches in it. Then he sent for them and
struck off their heads in those trenches as they were brought
to him in batches.” Ishaq records that the estimates of those
killed were six to seven hundred; others estimate the numbers
to be as high as eight to nine hundred.{11}

After the Seige of Medina, a peace treaty was signed between
the two armies. However, the treaty was soon violated, and in
630 Muhammad gathered an army of ten thousand and marched on
the city of Mecca. Seeing their hopeless situation, the
Meccans surrendered to Muhammad. Muhammad ordered his men to
enter the city and fight only those who resisted. He also had
a list of those who were to be killed even if they sought



refuge in the Ka’'bah Temple. Most on the list were those
considered apostates.{12} Muhammad rode his camel to the
Ka’'bah and cleared the temple of all its idols and burned
them. Along with these major conflicts were other raids and
battles as Muhammad spread his religion. Ibn Ishaq records
that in all Muhammad participated in twenty-seven battles,
personally fighting in nine of them.{13}

Islam spread throughout the Middle East through the sword.
Muhammad sent messengers throughout Arabia and neighboring
countries, ordering them to convert to Islam or suffer the
consequences. Those who did not submit to his rule were
attacked and forced to pay a tax called a Jizya to Muhammad.
In Surah 9, Muhammad gave instructions to his men on dealing
with unbelievers:

Fight those who believe not in Allah nor the Last Day, nor
hold that forbidden which has been forbidden by Allah and
His Apostle, nor acknowledge the religion of Truth, (even if
they are) of the People of the Book, until they pay the
Jizya with willing submission, and feel themselves subdued
(Surah 9:29).

In this passage, unbelievers are given three options: to
convert to Islam, to pay the tax, or to prepare for battle.
Today, fundamentalist Muslims who seek to follow the example
of Muhammad and follow the literal teachings of the Qur’an
view jihad (holy war) as a military conflict for the cause of
Islam. These believe that jihad will be waged worldwide
against all unbelievers until the world comes under the rule
of the House of Islam.

In contrast to Muhammad, Jesus preached, “Love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 5:44). In His
famous Sermon on the Mount, Jesus praised those who make peace
by teaching, “Blessed are the peace makers for they shall be
called the sons of God” (Matthew 5:9). During His earthly
ministry, Christ never engaged in military conflict. Instead,



He spread His message through preaching, teaching and
accomplishing miracles. His mission culminated in His death on
the cross for the sins of mankind and His resurrection from
the dead.

Christ’s disciples followed the example of Christ.
Christianity was spread through the preaching of gospel
message. Christ’'s disciples did not die on the battlefield as
mighty warriors but were instead martyred for proclaiming the
name of Christ. Today, Christianity is spread through the
preaching, teaching, and humanitarian aid in the name of
Christ. One leader was a man of the sword; one was a man of
peace.

Facing Their Critics

Both Muhammad and Jesus faced sharp criticism for their
message and lifestyle. However, the two men dealt very
differently with their critics. There were times Muhammad
forgave his critics, but there were also many times he exacted
revenge on those who criticized him. Jesus, on the other hand,
responded in love to those who were critical of Him.

Ibn Ishaq records several of Muhammad’s dealings with those
who criticized him. On one occasion, a Jewish Poet named Ka'b
bin Al-Ashraf composed a poem that was critical of Muslim
women. Muhammad asked, “Who will rid me of Ibnu’l-Ashraf?” A
young man named Muhammad Maslama volunteered to kill the poet.
Maslama’s plan, which Muhammad endorsed, was to deceive the
poet and lure him into a trap. After luring Ka’'b into meeting,
Maslama and his companions stabbed him to death and presented
his dead body to Muhammad who then praised the men.{14} After
the assassination of Ka’'b, Muhammad ordered his men to “kill
any Jew that falls into your Power.”{15} The first victim of
that decree was Ibn Sunayna, a Jewish merchant.

Another poet killed by Muhammad was a man named Abu Afak, who
was nearly one hundred years old. He had written poems mocking



Muhammad. Muhammad asked, “Who will deal with this rascal for
me?” A young man named Salim bin Umayr volunteered and killed
the old man while he was sleeping.{16} A female poet named
Asma bint Marwan was infuriated by the murder of Afak and
wrote verses condemning Muhammad’s men. Hearing of her
criticism, Muhammad asked, “Who will rid me of Marwan'’s
daughter?” Umar bin Adiy al-Khatami volunteered and killed her
and her unborn child that night. Umar was worried that he had
committed a sin, but Muhammad reassured him saying, “Two goats
won't butt their heads about her.”{17} On another occasion
Ishaq records that Muhammad killed two girls who wrote
satirical songs about him.{18}

Muslims today take seriously any criticism against Muhammad.
Many respond peacefully to the criticism but many responses
are much harsher. A death fatwa (religious ruling) was
declared against Salman Rushdie, author of the fictional novel
The Satanic Verses. Moreover, in early 2006, riots, many of
which were violent, broke out worldwide over Danish cartoons
depicting Muhammad. Many who reacted violently believed they
responded in a manner exemplifying Muhammad’s example.

In contrast to Muhammad, Christ never exacted revenge on those
who criticized Him. Christ taught, “You have heard that it was
said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But
I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who
persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is
in heaven.” (Matthew 5:43-48)

This does not mean Christ passively ignored those who opposed
His teachings. Christ often sharply rebuked those who spoke
out against Him (Matthew 12:22-32), or He pointed out their
error (Matthew 7:37-50, 9:10-12, 12:9-14), or He allowed his
character to speak for itself (Luke 19:1-10). When Jesus was
beaten and mocked, He was silent and in the end prayed for the
forgiveness of His enemies. Like Muhammad, Christ had the
power to take revenge. Before He was taken away by the mob to
stand an illegal trial He told Peter that He could call



“twelve legions of angels” to destroy His enemies at hand.
However, Christ chose to forgive and even love those who hated
Him.

One leader chose the sword of vengeance while the other taught
us to overcome evil with good.

Treatment of Women

Muhammad’s view of women 1is reflected in his personal
relationships and his teachings revealed in the Qur’an and
Hadith. Muhammad remained loyal to his first wife Kadhija and
did not take any other wives until after her death. They had
been married for 25 years. Islamic historians record that
Muhammad married eleven to thirteen wives. The Qur’'an allows a
man to marry up to four wives (Surah 4:3); however, Muhammad
received a special revelation from Allah that he may have more
(Surah 33:50). Muhammad’s marriages have been a source of
criticism of his moral character. However, Muslim historians
state that Muhammad’s marriages were not immoral but instead
followed the normal practices of the culture. Many of his
marriages were to solidify political alliances and to provide
and protect the widows of his men who had fallen 1in
battle.{19} Here 1is a brief overview of the circumstances
regarding the marriages to some of his more prominent wives.

After the death of Kadhija, Muhammad chose a young girl named
Aisha, who was Muhammad’s favorite wife. He married her when
she was seven and consummated the marriage when she was
nine.{20} At the time, Muhammad was in his fifties. Aisha was
the daughter of Abu Bakr, one of Muhammad’s first and loyal
followers who eventually became the first Caliph (spiritual
leader) after the death of Muhammad. In his final moments,
Muhammad died in the arms of Aisha.

One of his most controversial marriages was to Zaynab bint
Jahsh, the wife of his adopted son Zayd bin Haritha. Zayd was
unhappy in the marriage and knowing of Muhammad’s interest 1in



his wife, sought to divorce her. Initially Muhammad
discouraged Zayd (Surah 33:37). However, the marriage
worsened, and they divorced. Soon after Muhammad married
Zaynab. Arabs considered this marriage equal to incest and
criticized Muhammad. However, he received a revelation
justifying his action (Surah 33:37).

Ibn Ishaq records the story of another wife Safiya. Safiya was
the wife of Kinana al-Rabi, the leader of Jews living at the
Khaybar oasis. Muhammad attacked this settlement. Ishaq
records, “We met the workers of Khaybar coming out in the
morning with their spades and baskets.”{21} Muhammad and his
men killed 93 men during the raid. Muhammad then sought to
obtain the riches in the city. Muhammad ordered his men to
torture Kinana so that he would reveal the location of hidden
treasure. Ishaq writes that Muhammad ordered his men to
“‘Torture him until you extract what he has,’ so he kindled a
fire with flint and steel on his chest until he was nearly
dead. Then the apostle delivered him to Muhammad b. Maslama
and he struck off his head, in revenge for his brother
Mahmud.” {22} After Kinana’'s death Muhammad took his wife
Safiya and married her.{23}

Muhammad’s relationships with his wives were often a source of
sorrow and struggle for him. On one occasion, Muhammad
threatened to divorce his wives because one of them disclosed
a secret to one of his consorts. This caused some of his wives
to join together against him. Muhammad then received a
revelation rebuking them, saying Allah and Gabriel would back
him up. Allah would allow him to divorce them and Allah would
provide “consorts better than you.”{24} On another occasion,
Muhammad’s wives continued to irritate him by asking for
money. In exasperation, he gave them the choice of divorcing
him and seeking worldly pleasure or remaining with him.{25}

Muhammad’s teachings regarding women give us insight into his
attitude that he did not view women as equals to men. First,
it appears that Muhammad viewed women as less intelligent than



men. In Surah 2:282, Muhammad taught that the testimony of a
woman 1is worth half that of a man. Moreover, the Hadith also
echoes Muhammad’s belief in the “deficiency” or inferiority of
women'’s intelligence. Bukhari gives this account:

Once Allah’'s Apostle went out to Musalla (to offer prayer)
of Id-al-Adha or Al-Fitr prayer. Then he passed by a woman
and said, “0 woman! Give alms, as I have seen that the
majority of dwellers of Hell-fire were you (women). . . . I
have not seen anyone more deficient in intelligence and
religion than you. A cautious sensible man could be led
astray by some of you.” The women asked, “0 Allah’s Apostle!
What is deficient in our intelligence and religion?” He
said, “Is not the evidence of two women equal to the witness
of one man?” They replied in the affirmative. He said, “This
is the deficiency in her intelligence.”{26}

Also, the Hadith further reinforces this teaching the
inadequacy of a woman’s intellect as follows:

The Prophet said, “Isn’t the witness of a woman equal to
half of that of a man?” The women said, “Yes.” He said,
“This is because of the deficiency of a woman’s mind.” {27}

These passages teach that women are considered to have a
“deficiency” of the mind, which leads us to conclude that they
are inferior to men. Second, Muhammad appears to teach that
women have less value than men. This is evidenced in passages
such as Surah 4:11 which states that a son’s inheritance 1is to
be twice that of a daughter’s. Also, men are allowed up to
four wives, and sex with slave girls is also allowed (Surah
4:3). Third, Muhammad’s teachings lead one to conclude that
women are less spiritual than men. One reason is that women
are not able to pray during their menstrual cycles: “‘Isn’t it
true that a woman can neither pray nor fast during her
menses?’ The women replied in the affirmative. He said, ‘This
is the deficiency in her religion.’'”{28} Moreover, women are
spiritually deficient to men because, although prayers are an



important part of Islam, a man’s prayers will be canceled if a
woman walks in front of a man while he is praying. Aisha wrote
the following:

The things which annul the prayers were mentioned before me.
They said, “Prayer is annulled by a dog, a donkey and a
woman (if they pass in front of the praying people).” I
said, “You have made us (i.e. women) dogs.” I saw the
Prophet praying while I used to lie in my bed between him
and the Qibla [Ed. note: the direction that should be faced
for prayer]. Whenever I was in need of something, I would
slip away for I disliked to face him."”{29}

Finally, Muhammad’s teachings reveal that wives were to live
in subjection to their husbands or face physical and spiritual
discipline. Muhammad taught, “Your wives are as a tilth [Ed.
note: a measure of the quality of soil] for you; so approach
your tilth when or how you will” (Surah 2:223). Chapter four
of the Qur’an taught men to “beat [their wives] (lightly)” if
their wives were guilty of “disloyalty,” “ill conduct,” or
“refusing to share their beds” (Surah 4:34). There may also be
spiritual consequences for a woman’s lack of subservience as
the Hadith states that “If a husband calls his wife to his bed
(i.e. to have sexual relation), and she refuses and causes him
to sleep in anger, the angels will curse her till

morning."” {30}

Moreover, the spiritual consequences of wives who were not
subservient to their husbands is seen in a passage which
records when Muhammad looked into the bowels of hell and
stated that the majority in hell were women who, although they
believed in God, were there because they were ungrateful to
their husbands.{31}

Thus, based on these passages, not only is a woman’s physical
well-being dependent on her husband, but her eternal destiny
is also connected to her subjection to her husband.



From these passages we can conclude that Muhammad did not view
women as equals to men. They had a “deficiency” of the mind;
thus, their testimony was only worth half that of a man’s.
They were less valuable; thus, sons received a double portion
of inheritance than daughters, and men could have multiple
wives or sexual partners. They were less spiritual because of
their inability to pray during menses and the fact that they
would cancel out the prayers of a man simply by walking in
front of him. Finally, the physical and spiritual well-being
of a woman was not within her own power, but instead was
dependent upon her submission to her husband.

In contrast, Jesus never married; however, He valued women,
and several were a very important part of his ministry.
Several traveled with Jesus and ministered to Him and His
disciples (Luke 8:1-3). Jesus often praised women for their
example of love and faith in the Lord (Mark 5:21-34, Luke
7:36-50, 21:1-4). In Luke 7:36-50, Jesus praised a sinful
woman as being a person of greater faith than the men who were
present! Jesus spent time with and taught women (Luke
10:38-42). The women were at the cross, and in His dying
moments Jesus made sure His mother was taken care of (John
19:25-27). The women were also the first ones entrusted with
the message of His resurrection. Jesus’ treatment of women
showed that He viewed women as important and equal in value to
men.

Jesus’ disciples reflected the attitude of Christ in their
teachings. Peter exhorted husbands to honor their wives and
treat them as co-heirs of eternal life (1 Peter 3:7). Paul
stated in Galatians 3:28, “There 1is neither Jew nor Greek,
there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female,
for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Paul also exhorted
husbands to “love your wives as Christ loved the church and
gave Himself for her” (Ephesians 5:25.)

Muhammad and Jesus were considerably different in the way they
treated and valued women. Muhammad’'s relationship with his



wives and consorts and his teachings reflect his attitude
toward women. Today, in nations where Islamic law is enforced,
women struggle for equal rights. In contrast, Jesus valued
women, and the teachings of the New Testament have been the
foundation for improving the status of women throughout the
world.

Muhammad, Jews, and Christians

Jews believe that God presented special revelation to them
through the prophets and the 0ld Testament. When writing the
book of Deuteronomy, Moses prophesied that God would raise up
another prophet similar to himself who would speak God’s words
and bring deliverance to the nation. Deuteronomy 18: 15 and 18
state, “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like
me from among you, from your brothers—it is to him you shall
listen— . . . I will raise up for them a prophet like you from
among their brothers. And I will put my words in his mouth,
and he shall speak to them all that I command him.”

Christians believe that this prophet of whom Moses and the
other prophets wrote is Jesus Christ. Jesus is the predicted
Messiah who fulfills the prophecies of the 0ld Testament.
Muslims believe that the prophet Moses spoke of was Muhammad
and that there are New Testament prophecies such as John 14:16
that predict the coming of Muhammad. Islam claims that God's
revelation began with the Jews, was built upon by the
Christians, and culminates with Islam. Since Muslims believe
there is a connection between the three, it is important to
explore the relationship of Muhammad to the Jews and the
Christians.

Early in his preaching, Muhammad appealed to the Jews and
Christians, hoping to win their acceptance. He believed that
he was a prophet in the lines of the 0ld and New Testament
prophets and apostles. Various Surahs were written during this
period, teaching tolerance of Christians and Jews (Surah 2:62,
5:69, 22:17). In harmony with Jewish teachings, Muhammad
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taught that pork was forbidden, and he taught followers to
pray facing Jerusalem.{32} Muhammad even challenged the Jews
and Christians to look in their writings for confirmation of
his teachings (Surah 10:92).

However, the Jews and Christians rejected his message, and he
became hostile towards them. He received revelation denouncing
the Christians and Jews for rejecting his message (Surah
5:12-16). In Surah 3:110 he calls the Jews and Christians
(“People of the Book”) “perverted transgressors.” Coming to
the realization the Jews would not acknowledge his prophetic
call, Muhammad ordered Muslims to turn from Jerusalem and face
Mecca when praying (Surah 2:143-150). Muhammad chastised Jews
and Christians for distorting previous revelation and called
them to return to the true teachings of scripture (Surah
5:14-16).

After winning control over Mecca and Arabia, Muhammad received
a revelation to fight against the Jews and Christians until
they accepted paying taxes and living as second-class citizens
(Surah 9:29). Muhammad taught that Jews and Christians
rejected his message due to their perversion and rebellion to
the truth. Therefore, Muhammad announced that the Jews and
Christians were accursed (Surah 5:12-16).

According to Bukhari, Muhammad’s final moments were spent in
the arms of his youngest wife Aisha. His final words were,
“May Allah curse the Jews and Christians, for they built the
places of worship at the graves of the prophets.”{33} Islamic
eschatology teaches that Jesus will return, break crosses,
slaughter the Christians and the Jews, and establish Islam as
the true religion.{34}

Muhammad’s example influences the attitude that Muslims
display towards Jews and Christians. Throughout Islamic
history, Muslims have had conflict with the Jews and
Christians. Non-Muslims in Islamic countries continue to face
discrimination and, in many cases, persecution.



What was the relationship of Christ to the Jews? The apostle
John writes of Jesus that “He came to His own, and his own
people did not receive him” (John 1:11). Jesus came to save
His people but was rejected by them. However, He never stopped
reaching out to them in love and, in the end, cried over the
city of Jerusalem, knowing the judgment that was coming upon
them (Matthew 23:37). Paul reflects the heart of Christ
saying, “For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut
off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen
according to the flesh” (Romans 9:3). Jesus and His disciples
gave their lives for the lost, including the Jewish nation
that rejected their message.

Christians continue to follow the example of Christ and preach
the Gospel message to the Jews and non-Christians throughout
the world. There have been times when Christians were guilty
of the misuse of force; however, Christians can refer to the
teachings of the New Testament and the example of Christ and
the disciples to show clearly such use of force to spread
Christianity is contrary to Christ’s example and teaching.
Muhammad cursed the Jews and Christians while Christ gave His
life to save both Jews and non-Jews who were lost.

Conclusion

This article focused on the lives of Muhammad and Jesus. Both
serve as the founders and exemplary models of their religion.
We have seen that they lived radically different lives. Their
examples influenced their early followers and continue to
influence followers today.

Both men 1lived remarkable yet radically different lives.
Muhammad’s call reflects the struggle he had with the demonic
forces while Christ conquered Satan, sin, and death. Muhammad
was a warrior and chose the way of the sword while Christ was
a rabbi who gave His life to rescue mankind from sin and
death. Muhammad exacted revenge on his critics while Christ
reached out to the lost, even those who rejected Him.



Muhammad’s treatment and teaching on women stand in stark
contrast to Christ. It is apparent that the lives and
teachings of both men were significantly different.

It is important that we understand the lives they lived and
realize the implications of their teachings and examples for
our present situation. I encourage every person to examine the
lives of both men and consider the implications of following
their examples. Following the path of Muhammad leads one down
the road of the sword. Following in the footsteps of Christ
will lead one to righteousness and eternal life.

For it is Christ who claimed to be the divine Son of God, and
He is the only one who confirmed His claims through His
sinless, miraculous life, death, and resurrection from the
dead. Even the Qur’'an affirms the miraculous birth, sinless
life, and miracles of Christ. Even the Qur’'an teaches that He
did not die but was raised to heaven. So even in the Qur’an,
Jesus performs greater works than Muhammad. I encourage all
Muslims to study the life of Jesus in the Bible. Muhammad even
encouraged Muslims to study the Bible (Surah 10:94, 2:136,
4:163, 5:56, 5:68, 35:31). I believe once you study the life
of Christ you will inevitably realize this was indeed was more
than a prophet, He was the Son of God, the author of eternal
life.{35} (For more, please read my article “Jesus in the

Qur’an”).
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The Resurrection: Fact or
Fiction? — A Real Historical
Event

Dr. Pat Zukeran presents strong evidence discounting the most
common theories given against a historical resurrection. The
biblical account and other evidence clearly discount these
attempts to cast doubt on the resurrection. Any strong
apologetic argument 1is anchored on the reality of the
resurrection of Jesus Christ as an historical event.

Introduction

The most significant event in history is the Resurrection of
Jesus Christ. It is the strongest evidence that Jesus is the
Son of God. This event gives men and women the sure hope of
eternal life a hope that not only gives us joy as we look to
the future but also provides us with powerful reasons to live
today.

Throughout the centuries, however, there have been scholars
who have attempted to deny the account of the Resurrection.
Our schools are filled with history books which give
alternative explanations for the Resurrection or in some
cases, fail even to mention this unique event.

In this essay we will take a look at the evidence for the
Resurrection and see if this event is historical fact or
fiction. But, first, we must establish the fact that Jesus
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Christ was a historical figure and not a legend. There are
several highly accurate historical documents that attest to
Jesus. First, let’s look at the four Gospels themselves. The
authors Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John recorded very specific
facts of the events surrounding the life of Jesus, and
archaeology has verified the accuracy of the New Testament.
Hundreds of facts such as the names of officials, geographical
sites, financial currencies, and times of events have been
confirmed. Sir William Ramsay, one of the greatest geographers
of the 19th century, became firmly convinced of the accuracy
of the New Testament as a result of the overwhelming evidence
he discovered during his research. As a result, he completely
reversed his antagonism against Christianity.

The textual evidence decisively shows that the Gospels were
written and circulated during the lifetime of those who
witnessed the events. Since there are so many specific names
and places mentioned, eyewitnesses could have easily
discredited the writings. The New Testament would have never
survived had the facts been inaccurate. These facts indicate
that the Gospels are historically reliable and show Jesus to
be a historical figure. For more information on the accuracy
of the Bible, see the essay from Probe entitled Authority of
the Bible.

Another document that supports the historicity of Jesus is the
work of Josephus, a potentially hostile Jewish historian. He
recorded Antiquities, a history of the Jews, for the Romans
during the lifetime of Jesus. He wrote, “Now there was about
that time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a
man.” (1) Josephus goes on to relate other specific details
about Jesus’ life and death that correspond with the New
Testament. Roman historians such as Suetonius, Tacitus, and
Pliny the Younger also refer to Jesus as a historically real
individual.

Skeptics often challenge Christians to prove the Resurrection
scientifically. We must understand, the scientific method 1is
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based on showing that something is fact by repeated
observations of the object or event. Therefore, the method is
limited to repeatable events or observable objects. Historical
events cannot be repeated. For example, can we repeatedly
observe the creation of our solar system? The obvious answer
is no, but that does not mean the creation of the solar system
did not happen.

In proving a historical event like the Resurrection, we must
look at the historical evidence. Thus far in our discussion we
have shown that belief in the historical Jesus of the New
Testament is certainly reasonable and that the scientific
method cannot be applied to proving a historical event. For
the reminder of this essay, we will examine the historical
facts concerning the Resurrection and see what the evidence
reveals.

Examining the Evidence

Three facts must be reckoned with when investigating the
Resurrection: the empty tomb, the transformation of the
Apostles, and the preaching of the Resurrection originating in
Jerusalem.

Let us first examine the case of the empty tomb. Jesus was a
well-known figure in Israel. His burial site was known by many
people. In fact Matthew records the exact location of Jesus’
tomb. He states, “And Joseph of Arimathea took the body and
wrapped it in a clean linen cloth and laid it in his own new
tomb” (Matt. 27:59). Mark asserts that Joseph was “a prominent
member of the Council” (Mark 15:43).

It would have been destructive for the writers to invent a man
of such prominence, name him specifically, and designate the
tomb site, since eyewitnesses would have easily discredited
the author’s fallacious claims.

Jewish and Roman sources both testify to an empty tomb.



Matthew 28:12 13 specifically states that the chief priests
invented the story that the disciples stole the body. There
would be no need for this fabrication if the tomb had not been
empty. Opponents of the Resurrection must account for this. If
the tomb had not been empty, the preaching of the Apostles
would not have lasted one day. All the Jewish authorities
needed to do to put an end to Christianity was to produce the
body of Jesus.

Along with the empty tomb is the fact that the corpse of Jesus
was never found. Not one historical record from the first or
second century 1is written attacking the factuality of the
empty tomb or claiming discovery of the corpse. Tom Anderson,
former president of the California Trial Lawyers Association
states,

Let’s assume that the written accounts of His appearances to
hundreds of people are false. I want to pose a question.
With an event so well publicized, don’t you think that it’s
reasonable that one historian, one eye witness, one
antagonist would record for all time that he had seen
Christ’s body? . . . The silence of history is deafening
when it comes to the testimony against the resurrection. (2)

Second, we have the changed lives of the Apostles. It 1is
recorded in the Gospels that while Jesus was on trial, the
Apostles deserted Him in fear. Yet 10 out of the 11 Apostles
died as martyrs believing Christ rose from the dead. What
accounts for their transformation into men willing to die for
their message? It must have been a very compelling event to
account for this.

Third, the Apostles began preaching the Resurrection in
Jerusalem. This is significant since this is the very city in
which Jesus was crucified. This was the most hostile city in
which to preach. Furthermore, all the evidence was there for
everyone to investigate. Legends take root in foreign lands or
centuries after the event. Discrediting such 1legends 1is



difficult since the facts are hard to verify. However, in this
case the preaching occurs in the city of the event immediately
after it occurred. Every possible fact could have been
investigated thoroughly.

Anyone studying the Resurrection must somehow explain these
three facts.

Five Common Explanations

Over the years five explanations have been used to argue
against the Resurrection. We will examine these explanations
to see whether they are valid.

The Wrong Tomb Theory

Proponents of this first argument state that according to the
Gospel accounts, the women visited the grave early in the
morning while it was dark. Due to their emotional condition
and the darkness, they visited the wrong tomb. Overjoyed to
see that it was empty, they rushed back to tell the disciples
Jesus had risen. The disciples in turn ran into Jerusalem to
proclaim the Resurrection.

There are several major flaws with this explanation. First, it
is extremely doubtful that the Apostles would not have
corrected the women’s error. The Gospel of John gives a very
detailed account of them doing just that. Second, the tomb
site was known not only by the followers of Christ but also by
their opponents. The Gospels make it clear the body was buried
in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Jewish
council. If the body still remained in the tomb while the
Apostles began preaching, the authorities simply would have to
go to the right tomb, produce the body, and march it down the
streets. This would have ended the Christian faith once and
for all. Remember, the preaching of the Resurrection began in
Jerusalem, fifteen minutes away from the crucifixion site and
the tomb. These factors make this theory extremely weak.



The Hallucination Theory

This second theory holds that the Resurrection of Christ just
occurred in the minds’ of the disciples. Dr. William McNeil
articulates this position in his book, A World History. He
writes,

The Roman authorities in Jerusalem arrested and crucified
Jesus. . . . But soon afterwards the dispirited Apostles
gathered in an upstairs room’ and suddenly felt again the
heartwarming presence of their master. This seemed
absolutely convincing evidence that Jesus’ death on the
cross had not been the end but the beginning. . . . The
Apostles bubbled over with excitement and tried to explain
to all who would listen all that had happened. (3)

This position is unrealistic for several reasons. In order for
hallucinations of this type to occur, psychiatrists agree that
several conditions must exist. However, this situation was not
conducive for hallucinations. Here are several reasons.
Hallucinations generally occur to people who are imaginative
and of a nervous make up. However, the appearances of Jesus
occurred to a variety of people. Hallucinations are subjective
and individual. No two people have the same experience. In
this case, over five hundred people (Corinthians 15) have the
same account. Hallucinations occur only at particular times
and places and are associated with the events. The
Resurrection appearances occur in many different environments
and at different times. Finally, hallucinations of this nature
occur to those who intensely want to believe. However, several
such as Thomas and James, the half brother of Jesus were
hostile to the news of the Resurrection.

If some continue to argue for this position, they still must
account for the empty tomb. If the Apostles dreamed up the
Resurrection at their preaching, all the authorities needed to
do was produce the body and that would have ended the
Apostles’ dream. These facts make these two theories extremely



unlikely.
The Swoon Theory

A third theory espouses that Jesus never died on the cross but
merely passed out and was mistakenly considered dead. After
three days He revived, exited the tomb, and appeared to His
disciples who believed He had risen from the dead. This theory
was developed in the early nineteenth century, but today it
has been completely given up for several reasons.

First, it is a physical impossibility that Jesus could have
survived the tortures of the crucifixion. Second, the soldiers
who crucified Jesus were experts in executing this type of
death penalty. Furthermore, they took several precautions to
make sure He was actually dead. They thrust a spear in His
side. When blood and water come out separately, this indicates
the blood cells had begun to separate from the plasma which
will only happen when the blood stops circulating. Upon
deciding to break the legs of the criminals (in order to speed
up the process of dying), they carefully examined the body of
Jesus and found that He was already dead.

After being taken down from the cross, Jesus was covered with
eighty pounds of spices and embalmed. It is unreasonable to
believe that after three days with no food or water, Jesus
would revive. Even harder to believe is that Jesus could roll
a two-ton stone up an incline, overpower the guards, and then
walk several miles to Emmaeus. Even 1if Jesus had done this,
His appearing to the disciples half-dead and desperately in
need of medical attention would not have prompted their
worship of Him as God.

In the 19th century, David F. Strauss, an opponent of
Christianity, put an end to any hope in this theory. Although
he did not believe in the Resurrection, he concluded this to
be a very outlandish theory. He stated,

It is impossible that a being who had stolen half-dead out



of the sepulchre, who crept about weak and ill, wanting
medical treatment, who required bandaging, strengthening,
and indulgence, and who still at last yielded to his
sufferings, could have given the disciples the impression
that he was a Conqueror over death and the grave, the Prince
of life, an impression that would lay at the bottom of their
future ministry. (4)

The Stolen Body Theory

This fourth argument holds that Jewish and Roman authorities
stole the body or moved it for safekeeping. It 1is
inconceivable to think this a possibility. If they had the
body, why did they need to accuse the disciples of stealing
it? (Matt. 28:11 15). In Acts 4, the Jewish authorities were
angered and did everything they could to prevent the spread of
Christianity. Why would the disciples deceive their own people
into believing in a false Messiah when they knew that this
deception would mean the deaths of hundreds of their believing
friends? If they really knew where the body was, they could
have exposed it and ended the faith that caused them so much
trouble and embarrassment. Throughout the preaching of the
Apostles, the authorities never attempted to refute the
Resurrection by producing a body. This theory has little
merit.

The Soldiers Fell Asleep Theory

Thus far we have been studying the evidence for the
Resurrection. We examined four theories used in attempts to
invalidate this miracle. Careful analysis revealed the
theories were inadequate to refute the Resurrection. The fifth
and most popular theory has existed since the day of the
Resurrection and is still believed by many opponents of
Christianity. Matthew 28:12 13 articulates this position.

When the chief priests had met with the elders and devised a
plan, they gave the soldiers a large sum of money telling



them, “You are to say, his disciples came during the night
and stole him away while we were asleep.'”

Many have wondered why Matthew records this and then does not
refute it. Perhaps it is because this explanation was so
preposterous, he did not see the need to do so.

This explanation remains an impossibility for several reasons.
First, if the soldiers were sleeping, how did they know it was
the disciples who stole the body? Second, it seems physically
impossible for the disciples to sneak past the soldiers and
then move a two-ton stone up an incline in absolute silence.
Certainly the guards would have heard something.

Third, the tomb was secured with a Roman seal. Anyone who
moved the stone would break the seal, an offense punishable by
death. The depression and cowardice of the disciples makes it
difficult to believe that they would suddenly become so brave
as to face a detachment of soldiers, steal the body, and then
lie about the Resurrection when the would ultimately face a
life of suffering and death for their contrived message.

Fourth, Roman guards were not likely to fall asleep with such
an important duty. There were penalties for doing so. The
disciples would have needed to overpower them. A very unlikely
scenario.

Finally, in the Gospel of John the grave clothes were found
“lying there as well as the burial cloth that had been around
Jesus’ head. The cloth was folded up by itself separate from
the linen” (20:6 7). There was not enough time for the
disciples to sneak past the guards, roll away the stone,
unwrap the body, rewrap it in their wrappings, and fold the
head piece neatly next to the linen. In a robbery, the men
would have flung the garments down in disorder and fled in
fear of detection.



Conclusion: Monumental Implications

These five theories inadequately account for the empty tomb,
the transformation of the Apostles, and the birth of
Christianity in the city of the crucifixion. The conclusion we
must seriously consider is that Jesus rose from the grave. The
implications of this are monumental.

First, if Jesus rose from the dead, then what He said about
Himself is true. He stated, “I am the Resurrection and the
life; he who believes in me shall live even if he dies” (John
11:25). He also stated, “I am the way, and the truth, and the
life; no man comes to the father , but through me” (John
14:6). Eternal life is found through Jesus Christ alone. Any
religious belief that contradicts this must be false. Every
religious leader has been buried in a grave. Their tombs have
become places of worship. The location of Jesus’ tomb 1is
unknown because it was empty; his body is not there. There was
no need to enshrine an empty tomb.

Second, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:54, “Death has been
swallowed up in victory.” Physical death is not the end;
eternal life with our Lord awaits all who trust in Him because
Jesus has conquered death.
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Jesus’ Resurrection: Fact or
Fiction? — A Clear Christian
Perspective

Rusty Wright presents a compelling case for the historicity of
Jesus’ resurrection. Looking a four outcomes of the
resurrection, he presents a brief case supporting a Christian
worldview understanding that Jesus acutallly died and was
resurrected from the tomb.

At Easter, some might wonder what all the fuss is about. Who
cares? What difference does it make if Jesus rose from the
dead?

It makes all the difference in the world. If Christ did not
rise, then thousands of believers have died as martyrs for a
hoax.

If he did rise, then he is still alive and can offer peace to
troubled, hurting lives.

Countless scholars—among them the apostle Paul, Augustine, Sir
Isaac Newton and C.S. Lewis—believed in the resurrection. We
need not fear committing intellectual suicide by believing it
also. Where do the facts lead?

Paul, a first-century skeptic-turned believer, wrote that
“Christ died for our sins..he was buried..he was raised on the
third day..he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve
(Disciples). After that, he appeared to more than five
hundred..at the same time, most of whom are still living.”
Consider four pieces of evidence:

1. The explosive growth of the Christian movement. Within a
few weeks after Jesus was crucified, a movement arose which,
by the later admission of its enemies, “upset the world.” What
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happened to ignite this movement shortly after its leader had
been executed?

2. The Disciples’ changed lives. After Jesus’ arrest and
crucifixion, most of the Disciples fled in fear. Peter denied
three times that he was a follower of Jesus. (The women were
braver and stayed to the end.) Yet ten out of the eleven
Disciples (Judas committed suicide) were martyred for their
faith. According to traditions, Peter was crucified upside
down; Thomas was skewered; John was boiled in oil but
survived. What turned these cowards into heroes? Each believed
he had seen Jesus alive again.

3. The empty tomb. Jesus’ corpse was removed from the cross,
wrapped like a mummy and placed in a solid-rock tomb. A one-
and-a-half to two-ton stone was rolled into a slightly
depressed groove to seal the tomb’s entrance.

A “Green Beret”-1like unit of Roman soldiers guarded the grave.
Sunday morning, the stone was found rolled away, the body was
gone but the graveclothes were still in place. What happened?

Did Christ’s friends steal the body? Perhaps one of the women
sweet-talked (karate-chopped?) the guards while the others
moved the stone and tiptoed off with the body. Or maybe Peter
(remember his bravery) or Thomas (Doubting Thomas) overpowered
the guards, stole the body, then fabricated—and died for-a
resurrection myth.

These theories hardly seem plausible. The guard was too
powerful, the stone too heavy and the disciples too spineless
to attempt such a feat.

Did Christ’s enemies steal the body? If Romans or Jewish
religious leaders had the body, surely they would have exposed
it publicly and Christianity would have died out. They didn’t,
and it didn’t.

The “Swoon Theory” supposes that Jesus didn’t really die but



was only unconscious. The expert Roman executioners merely
thought he was dead. After a few days in the tomb without food
or medicine, the cool air revived him.

He burst from the 100 pounds of graveclothes, rolled away the
stone with his nail-pierced hands, scared the daylights out of
the Roman soldiers, walked miles on wounded feet and convinced
his Disciples he’d been raised from the dead. This one 1is
harder to believe than the resurrection itself.

4. The appearances of the risen Christ. For 40 days after his
death, many different people said they saw Jesus alive.
Witnesses included a woman, a shrewd tax collector, several
fishermen and over 500 people at once. These claims provide
further eyewitness testimony for the resurrection.

As a skeptic, I realized that attempts to explain away the
evidences run into a brick wall of facts that point to one
conclusion: Christ is risen.

The above does not constitute an exhaustive proof, rather a
reasoned examination of the evidence. Each interested person
should evaluate the evidence and decide if it makes sense. Of
course, the truth or falsity of the resurrection is a matter
of historical fact and is not dependent on anyone’s belief. If
the facts support the claim, one can conclude that he arose.
In any case, mere intellectual assent to the facts does little
for one’s life.

A major evidence comes experientially, in personally receiving
Jesus’ free gift of forgiveness. He said, “I stand at the door
and knock; if anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will
come in to him (or her).”

Worth considering?

©1997 Rusty Wright. Used by permission. All rights reserved.



How I Know Christianity Is
True — A Defense of the
Gospel

Dr. Zukeran presents five major reasons to believe
Christianity is the truth. He begins with the Christian
worldview and goes on to the authority of the Bible, Jesus’
confirmation of His claims to be God, the resurrection of
Jesus, and Pat’s personal experience as a follower of Jesus
Christ.

Because Christianity Teaches the Correct
Worldview

Among all the religions and philosophies, how do we know
Christianity is true? While there are many ways to address the
question, let’s begin by saying that Christianity makes sense
of the world around us. In other words, it presents the most
correct worldview based on the world in which we live. There
are three worldviews that lie at the foundation of all
religions and philosophies: theism, naturalism, and pantheism.
Theism teaches there is a personal God who created the
universe. Naturalism teaches there is no divine being and that
the universe 1is the result of time and chance. Pantheism
teaches that the universe is eternal and that the divine is an
impersonal force made up of all things. All three worldviews
cannot be true at the same time and if one of them is true,
the other two must be false.

The evidence from our study of the universe points to theism.
Unfortunately, time will allow me to go over only three lines
of evidence.
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The first is the argument from first cause or the cosmological
argument, which states if something exists, it must have
either come from something else, come from nothing, or have
always existed. What is the most reasonable conclusion of the
three for the existence of the universe? Scientists confirm
that the universe has a beginning. Many call this the “big
bang.” Since the universe assuredly has a beginning, the
worldview of pantheism bears the burden of proof. Second, to
say the universe comes from nothing goes against responsible
scientific inquiry and human logic. For example, any invention
in human history is not brought about from nothing. It comes
from materials and 1ingenuity that existed before 1its
inception. Therefore, the naturalist worldview has no logical
ground to stand on. The best conclusion is that the universe
is the result of a cause greater than itself. That cause 1is
God.

Second, we have the proof of design or the teleological
argument. Complexity and design point to a designer. For
example, although all the parts of a watch are found on the
earth, no one would assume it evolved as the result of
natural, unguided actions of chance. Why would we conclude
otherwise when we look at the human brain or the human
anatomy, which is much more complex? The more we discover
about the universe and nature, the more we realize how
unlikely it is that this could have all happened by accident.
Therefore, the burden of proof is on the worldviews of
naturalism and pantheism, which hold to a position of
evolution.

Finally we have the moral argument. All people have a sense of
right and wrong. In every culture, adultery, murder, and
stealing are wrong. Where does that universal sense of right
and wrong come from? A moral law code requires a moral
Lawgiver who is personal and reflects the moral law in His
character. Since we are made in God'’'s image, we reflect His
moral law. C.S. Lewis stated, “As an atheist my argument



against God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust.
But how had I got this idea of just and unjust? A man does not
call a line crooked unless he has some idea of a straight
line. What was I comparing this universe with when I called it
unjust?”{1} Naturalists and pantheists have difficulty
accounting for the human conscience.

For these reasons, theism is the only possible worldview that
can remain true to scientific and philosophical scrutiny.{2}

Because the Bible is God’s Word

Among all the books written by man, none have the credentials
that equal the Bible. The second evidence for Christianity is
the Bible, which proves itself to be true and divinely
inspired.

The Bible proves itself to be true because it 1is a
historically accurate document. Thousands of archaeological
discoveries confirm its historical accuracy. Numerous
civilizations, rulers, and events once thought legendary by
the skeptics have been confirmed by archaeology. Even
miraculous geographic events in Sodom and Gomorrah, Jericho,
and Sennachareb’s defeat in the 7th century B.C. have passed
the test of archaeological scrutiny.

Another proof of the Bible’s truth is in historical records
outside the Bible. Numerous historical records from ancient
civilizations confirm the historicity of the biblical
accounts. Dr. William Albright, who is still respected as
probably the foremost authority in Middle Eastern archaeology,
said this about the Bible: “There can be no doubt that
archaeology has confirmed the substantial historicity of the
Old Testament.”{3} The historical evidence upholds the premise
that if an ancient historical work proves to be accurate again
and again in its detail, we can be confident that it 1is
accurate on the material we cannot confirm externally.



The Bible’s divine inspiration is attested to in its unity.
Although the Bible is written over a 1500 year period, written
by over forty different authors from different backgrounds,
and covers a host of controversial subjects, it maintains a
unified theme and it does not contradict itself in principle
from beginning to end. This indicates that a divine author
supervised the entire process and guided each writer.

Second, we have the remarkable record of prophecy. Hundreds of
detailed prophecies are written years before the event takes
place. For example the prophet Ezekiel in chapter 26 describes
accurately how the city of Tyre will be destroyed years before
it occurs. Daniel predicts the empires of Babylon, Persia,
Greece, and Rome. Prophecy shows the divine hand of God
because only an eternal being could have inspired the writers
to leave such a legacy.

Finally, the Bible answers the major questions all belief
systems must answer. Where did we come from? What is the
nature of the divine? What is our relationship to the divine?
What is the nature of man? How do we explain the human
predicament? What is the answer to the human predicament? What
happens after death? And how do we explain evil? Any system
that does not answer these questions is an incomplete system.
The Bible gives the most complete and accurate answers to the
truly important questions of human existence.

No other book ever written has these credentials. A book
written by God would have the fingerprints of God all over 1it.
The Bible alone has His fingerprints.{4}

Because Jesus Confirmed His Claims

How do I know Christianity 1is true? Another source of
confirmation comes from the person of Jesus Christ. Among all
men who ever lived, Jesus stands apart from each one.
Throughout the gospels, Jesus claimed Himself to be God. He
claimed to have authority over the law, creation, sin, and



death. John 10:30-33 states,

“‘TI and the Father are one.’ Again the Jews picked up stones
to stone Him but Jesus said to them, ‘I have shown you many
great miracles from the Father. For which of these do you
stone me?’ The leaders replied, ‘We are not stoning you for
any of these but for blasphemy because you a mere man, claim
to be God.'"”

The Jewish enemies of Christ clearly understood His claims and
it is for this reason they killed Him. His disciples also
understood His claim and presented it in their message. Not
only did He make an extraordinary claim; Jesus confirmed 1it.
There are numerous ways in which Christ proved His claims. I
will cover only four.

The first confirmation of Jesus’ claims is His sinless life.
Jesus’ most intimate companions stated He committed no sin
that He needed to repent of. Paul writes of Christ, “God made
Him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might
become the righteousness of God.” (2 Cor. 5:21) It would have
been hypocritical of Jesus if He had indeed sinned and never
repented, for He taught all men this principle. Even His
enemies could find no sin in Him. Pontius Pilate, after
examining Jesus, stated to the angry mob, “I find no basis for
a charge against him.” The Bible declares God is holy and
Jesus showed Himself to be holy as well.

The second confirmation is the impact of Christ on mankind.
More schools and colleges have been built in the name of
Christ than any other man. More hospitals and orphanages are
built in the name of Christ than any other person. More
literature and music are written about Christ than any other
person. More laws and ethical codes are built on His teachings
than any other man. He has had a tremendous impact on every
area of culture like no one else.

The third confirmation is the miracles He performed. God’s



existence makes it reasonable to assume He would use miracles
to confirm His message and messenger. Miracles are a powerful
confirmation because it authenticates the creator’s authority
over His creation. Christ’s miracles over nature, sickness,
spiritual forces, sin, and death displayed this authority over
every realm of creation.

The fourth confirmation is the fulfilled prophecies. Before He
set foot on the earth, there were over seventy specific
prophecies made by the 0ld Testament writers about the
Messiah. The prophecies included the city of birth, His method
of execution, His betrayal, the date of His death, etc. Jesus
fulfilled each of these. The probability of His fulfilling
just eight of these by chance is very close to a mathematical
zero.

No one has both made the claims of Christ and confirmed them,
as He did. His life is another proof Christianity is true.{5}

Because of the Resurrection

Jesus further confirmed His claims to be God by rising from
the dead. Jesus openly proclaimed that as God He had authority
over life and death. He states in John 11:25, “I am the
resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live,
even though he dies; and he who believes in me will never
die.” The resurrection is proof that His claim is true.

Many skeptics have presented alternative theories to the
resurrection. Some of the most famous include: the theory that
the disciples stole the body, the disciples went to the wrong
tomb, the disciples hallucinated the resurrection, Jesus did
not die but went unconscious on the cross, and the most recent
theory is that wild dogs ate the body of Jesus.

However, these arguments have been shown to be severely flawed
and could not account for all the facts surrounding the events
of the resurrection. Many have done detailed analysis of the



evidence and have concluded that the resurrection must be a
historical event. The late Simon Greenleaf, the former Royal
Professor of Law at Harvard, performed one of the most famous
of these studies. In his book, The Testimony of the
Evangelists, the Gospels Examined by the Rules of Evidence, he
concluded,

They had every possible motive to review carefully the grounds
of their faith and the evidences of the great facts and truths
which they asserted; . . . It was therefore impossible that
they could have persisted in affirming the truths they have
narrated had not Jesus actually risen from the dead, and had
they not known this fact as certainly as they knew any other
fact.

As an atheist, lawyer and journalist Lee Strobel did a two-
year investigation on the resurrection interviewing some of
the great scholars on both sides. He finally concluded in his
book The Case for Christ,

In light of the convincing facts I had learned during my
investigation, in the face of this overwhelming avalanche of
evidence in the case for Christ, the great irony was this,
it would require much more faith for me to maintain my
atheism that to trust in Jesus of Nazareth.{6}

No one has been able to conquer death by raising himself or
herself from the dead. Jesus by His resurrection proves He is
God. For only God, the giver of life has the authority over
life and death. Since Jesus substantiates His claims, we
conclude He 1is divine and what He teaches is true and
authoritative.

Jesus also taught the Bible to be God’s Word. Therefore, the
Bible is the foundation for all truth to all of mankind in
every culture and for all time. Any teaching that is contrary
to those of Jesus and the Bible are false.{7}



Because I Have Experienced It

Jesus Christ and the truths of the Bible are not simply facts
to be stored in our minds, they are truths that we are invited
to experience in a personal way. God invites us to a personal
relationship with Him. The evidence points convincingly toward
Jesus Christ. After reviewing the evidence, we each must make
the decision to move in the direction the evidence 1is
pointing. It is then that we experience the reality of God in
our lives. Although an individual’s experience is a subjective
thing, it is part of the proofs that authenticate faith.

When I first heard that the God of the universe loved me and
desperately wanted a relationship with me, I thought it was
the greatest news I ever heard. As I began to share my
newfound discovery, I met scholars who seemed to have
convincing proof that this was all a religious fantasy.

As I searched for answers I came across several Christian
scholars who were able to defend the authority of the Bible
and the claims of Christ. As I weighed the arguments and
questioned men and women on both sides, I could not deny the
overwhelming evidence that supported the Bible and the claims
of Christ. Eventually I came to the conclusion that Jesus
Christ is Lord.

I then realized it was time for a decision. Often we do not
have all the answers, but we move in the direction in which
the evidence is pointing. For example, many of us do not
really know for sure if the person we are marrying is the
right one. However, we make our decision based on the evidence
we see at the time. If I find that I can communicate with my
fiancée, our personalities are compatible, and that we share
the same values, we move in the direction in which the
evidence is pointing. When we make the commitment to marry,
then our decision is confirmed definitively. Till we make the
commitment, we base our decision on the evidence at hand. The
same is true with becoming a Christian. Although we do not



have all the answers, we can have enough faith to make a
decision. When we commit our lives to Christ, we then
experience the fullness of a relationship with the risen
Savior.

It was then that I made the conscious decision to believe in
Jesus Christ. I asked Christ to forgive my sin and invited Him
to be the Lord of my life. Although nothing dramatic happened,
I knew I had changed. I experienced the peace that comes from
knowing your sins are forgiven. I experienced the joy of
knowing I was placed here with a purpose and that there is
meaning to my existence. Although I still had some questions,
sins that I struggled with, and difficult trials, I had an
ever-abiding peace and joy I had never had before.

The more I studied the Bible, the more the world around me
began to make sense. I gained a new understanding in all my
academic studies. The complexity of life on earth, biological
organisms, and planets reflected the <character and
intelligence of a loving Creator who wants us to enjoy His
creation.

My struggles in relationships were the results of selfishness,
and a sinful attitude in my heart. Once I began to follow the
principles of Christ’s love, my friendships became much more
meaningful and joyous, not competitive. I experienced freedom
from living up to others’ expectations because the God of the
universe loved me just for who I was.

I experienced the reality of the Bible promises as I applied
them to my life. My faith continues to grow each time I see
that God’s truth works in every day life. The more time I
spend with God in prayer, in study, and in worship, the
stronger my faith becomes.

How do I know Christianity is true? The facts behind it along
with my experience of God’'s promises confirm it.

Notes
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