The Pagan Connection: Did
Christianity Borrow from the
Mystery Religions?

Dr. Pat Zukeran examines the myths from mystery religions
which are sometimes arqued to be the source of our Gospel
accounts of Jesus. He finds that any such connection 1is
extremely weak and does not detract from the reliability of
the gospel message.

One of the popular ideas being promoted today especially on
the internet is the idea that the miracle stories of Jesus
were borrowed from ancient pagan myths. Timothy Freke and
Peter Gandy write in their book The Laughing Jesus, “Each
mystery religion taught its own version of the myth of the
dying and resurrecting Godman, who was known by different
names in different places. In Egypt, where the mysteries
began, he was 0Osiris. In Greece he became Dionysus, in Asia
Minor he 1is known as Attis, in Syria he is Adonis, 1in Persia
he is Mithras, in Alexandria he is Serapis, to name a few.”{1}

Proponents of this idea point out that there are
several parallels between these pagan myths and the
story of Jesus Christ. Parallels including a virgin
birth, a divine Son of God, the god dying for
mankind, resurrection from the dead, and others are
cited. Skeptics allege that Christianity did not present any
unique teaching, but borrowed the majority of its tenets from
the mystery religions.

Indeed, some of the alleged parallels appear to be quite
striking. One example is the god Mithras. This myth teaches
that Mithras was born of a virgin in a cave, that he was a
traveling teacher with twelve disciples, promised his
disciples eternal life, and sacrificed himself for the world.
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The god Dionysius miraculously turns water into wine. The
Egyptian god Osiris is killed and then resurrects from the
dead.

This position was taught in the nineteenth century by the
History of Religions School, but by the mid-twentieth century
this view was shown to be false and it was abandoned even by
those who believed Christianity was purely a natural
religion. {2} Ron Nash wrote, “During a period of time running
roughly from about 1890 to 1940, scholars often alleged that
primitive Christianity had been heavily influenced by
Platonism, Stoicism, the pagan religions, or other movements
in the Hellenistic world. Largely as a result of a series of
scholarly books and articles written in rebuttal, allegations
of early Christianity’s dependence on 1its Hellenistic
environment began to appear much less frequently in the
publications of Bible scholars and classical scholars. Today
most Bible scholars regard the question as a dead issue.”{3}

Despite the fact that many of the arguments were rejected,
this theory has once again emerged through the popular
writings of skeptics.

What makes Christianity unique among the world religions 1is
that it is a historical faith based on the historical person
of Christ who lived a miraculous life. In what follows, we
will examine Christianity to see if it teaches a unique Savior
or if it is simply a copy of these pagan myths.

Fallacies of the Theory

There are several flaws with the theory that Christianity
isn’t unique. New Testament scholars Ed Komoszewski, James
Sawyer, and Dan Wallace point out several fallacies. The first
is the composite fallacy. Proponents of this view Llump
together pagan religions as if they are one religion when
making comparisons to Christianity. An attempt is made to show



strong parallels by combining features from various
religions.{4} However, when the individual myths themselves
are studied, the reader soon finds major differences and very
little commonality.

A second fallacy is a fallacy of terminology. Christian terms
are used to describe pagan beliefs, and then it is concluded
that there are parallel origins and meanings. Although the
terms used are the same, however, there are big differences
between Christian and pagan practices and definitions.{5}

A third fallacy is the chronological fallacy. Supporters of
the theory incorrectly assume that Christianity borrowed many
of its ideas from the mystery religions, but the evidence
reveals it was actually the other way around. There is no
archaeological evidence that mystery religions were 1in
Palestine in the first century A.D. Jews and early Christians
loathed syncretism with other religions. They were
uncompromisingly monotheistic while Greeks were polytheistic.
Christians also strongly defended the uniqueness of Christ
(Acts 4:12). Although Christians encountered pagan religions,
they opposed any adopting of foreign beliefs.{6} Ron Nash
stated, “The uncompromising monotheism and the exclusiveness
that the early church preached and practiced make the
possibility of any pagan inroads . . . unlikely if not
impossible.”{7}

Fourth is the intentional fallacy. Christianity has a linear
view of history. History is moving in a purposeful direction.
There is a purpose for mankind’s existence; history is moving
in a direction to fulfill God’s plan for the ages. The mystery
religions have a cyclical view of history. History continues
in a never ending cycle or repetition often linked with the
vegetation cycle.{8}

Christianity gains 1its source from Judaism, not Greek
mythology. Jesus, Paul, and the apostles appeal to the 0ld
Testament, and you find direct teachings and fulfillments in



the New Testament. Teachings such as one God, blood atonement
for sin, salvation by grace, sinfulness of mankind, bodily
resurrection, are sourced in Judaism and foreign to Greek
mythology. The idea of resurrection was not taught in any
Greek mythological work prior to the late second century

A.D.{9}

Legends of the Mystery Religions

As noted above, critics of Christianity point to several
parallels between Christianity and the myths of the mystery
religions. However, a brief study of the legends reveals that
there are few if any parallels to the life of Jesus Christ.
Historians acknowledge that there are several variations to
many of these myths and that they also evolved and changed
under the influence of Roman culture and, later, Christianity.
Historical research indicates that it was not until the third
century A.D. that Christianity and the mystery religions came
into real contact with one another.{10} A brief overview of
some of the most popular myths reveals the lack of resemblance
with Christianity.

In the matter of death and resurrection, major differences are
seen between Christianity and pagan myths. First, none of the
resurrections in these myths involve the God of the universe
dying a voluntary death for His creation. Only Jesus died for
sins; the death of other gods was due to hunting accidents,
emasculation, and other calamities. The gods in these stories
die by compulsion, not by choice, sometimes in bitterness and
despair, never in self-giving love.{11}

Second, Jesus died once for all (Heb. 7:27, 9:25-28), while
pagan gods repeat the death and rebirth cycle yearly with the
seasons.

Third, Jesus’ death was not a defeat but a triumph. The New
Testament’s mood of victory and joy (1 Cor. 15:50-57 and Col.



2:13-15) stands in contrast to the mood of pagan myths which
is dark and sorrowful over the fate of their gods.

Finally, Jesus’ death was an actual event in history.
Christianity insists on and defends the historical credibility
of the Gospel accounts while the pagan cults make no such

attempt.{12}

A popular myth that some believe parallels the resurrection of
Christ is the story of Osiris. The cult of the gods 0Osiris and
his wife Isis originated in Egypt. According to the legend,
Osiris’ wicked brother Set murdered him and sank his coffin to
the bottom of the Nile. Isis recovered the coffin and returned
it to Egypt. However, Set discovered the body, cut it into
fourteen pieces, and threw the pieces into the Nile. Isis
collected thirteen of the body parts and bandaged the body,
making the first mummy. Osiris was transformed and became the
ruler of the underworld, and exists in a state of semi-
consciousness.

This legend hardly parallels the resurrection of Christ.
Osiris is not resurrected from death to life. Instead he 1is
changed into another form and lives in the underworld in a
zombie state. Christ rose physically from the grave,
conquering sin and death. The body that was on the cross was
raised in glory.

Resurrection Parallels

Two other popular myths compared to Christianity are those of
Mithras and Attis.

There is a belief that the story of Mithras contains a death
and resurrection. However, there is no teaching in early
Mithraism of neither his death nor his resurrection. Ron Nash
stated, “Mithraism had no concept of the death and
resurrection of its god and no place for any concept of
rebirth — at least during its early stages. . . . Moreover,



Mithraism was basically a military cult. Therefore, one must
be skeptical about suggestions that it appealed to nonmilitary
people like the early Christians.”{13}

Moreover, Mithraism flowered after Christianity, not before,
so Christianity could not have copied from it. The timing is
incorrect to have influenced the development of first-century
Christianity. It is most likely the reverse: Christianity
influenced Mithraism. Edwin Yamauchi, one of the foremost
scholars on ancient Persia and Mithraism states, “The earnest
mithraea are dated to the early second century. There are a
handful of inscriptions that date to the early second century,
but the vast majority of texts are dated after A.D. 140. Most
of what we have as evidence of Mithraism comes in the second,
third, and fourth centuries AD. That’s basically what’s wrong
with the theories about Mithraism influencing the beginnings
of Christianity.”{14}

The legend of Attis was popular in the Hellenistic world.
According to this legend, Cybele, also known as the mother
goddess, fell in love with a young Phrygian shepherd named
Attis. However, he was unfaithful to her so she caused him to
go mad. In his insanity, he castrated himself and died. Cybele
mourned greatly (which caused death to enter into the world).
She preserved Attis’ dead body, allowing his hair to grow and
little finger to move. In some versions, Attis returns to life
in the form of an evergreen tree. However, there is no bodily
resurrection to life. All versions teach that Attis remained
dead. Any account of a resurrection of Attis does not appear
till a hundred and fifty years after Christ.{15}

To sum up, the claim that Christianity adopted its
resurrection account from the pagan mystery religions 1is
false. There are very few parallels to the resurrection of
Christ. The idea of a physical resurrection to glory 1is
foreign to these religions, and the stories of dying a rising
gods do not appear till well after Christianity.



Myths of a Virgin Birth

Let us now look-at the alleged parallels between virgin births
in the mystery religions and the virgin birth of Christ.
Parallels quickly break down when the facts are analyzed. In
the pagan myths, the gods lust after women, take on human
form, and enter into physical relationships. Also, the
offspring that are produced are half human and half divine
beings in contrast to Christ who is fully human and fully
divine, the creator of the universe who existed from eternity
past.

The alleged parallels to the virgin birth are found in the
legends of Dionysus and Mithras. Dionysus is the god of wine.
In this story, Zeus disguised as a man had relations with
Semele and she became pregnant. In a jealous rage, Hera, Zeus’
wife, attempted to burn Semele. Zeus rescued the fetus and
sewed it into his thigh until the offspring, Dionysus, was
born. The birth of Dionysus was the result of a sexual union
of Zeus, in the form of a man, and Semele. This cannot be
considered a virgin birth.

One of the popular cults of the later Roman Empire was the
cult of Mithra which originated in Persia. Mithra was
supposedly born when he emerged from a rock; he was carrying a
knife and torch and wearing a Phrygian cap. He battled first
with the sun and then with a primeval bull, thought to be the
first act of creation. Mithra slew the bull, which then became
the ground of life for the human race.{16} The birth of Mithra
from a rock, born fully grown, hardly parallels the virgin
birth of Christ.

New Testament scholar. Raymond Brown states that alleged
virgin parallels “consistently involve a type of hieros gamos
where a divine male, in human or other form, impregnates a
woman, either through normal sexual intercourse or through
some substitute form of penetration. They are not really
similar to non-sexual virginal conception that is at the core



of the infancy narratives, a conception where there is no male
deity or element to impregnate Mary.”{17}

The Gospel of Luke teaches that the Holy Spirit came upon
Mary, and through the power of the Most High she became
pregnant. Mary had no physical relationship with a man or a
deity who became a man.

Our study of the mystery religions reveals very few parallels
with Christianity. For this reason, the theory that
Christianity copied its major tenets from the mystery
religions should be rejected.

Notes

1. Timothy Freke and Peter Gandy, The Laughing Jesus (New
York: Three Rivers Press, 2005), 55-56.

2. Ed Komoszewski, James Sawyer, and Daniel Wallace,
Reinventing Jesus (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications: 2006),
221.

3. Lee Strobel, The Case for the Real Jesus (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Publishing, 2007), 167.

4. Komoszewski, Sawyer, and Wallace, Reinventing Jesus, 223-4.

5. Ibid., 224-6.

6. Ibid., 231-234.

7. Ronald Nash, The Gospel and the Greeks (Dallas: Word Books,
1992), 168.

8. Komoszewski, Sawyer, and Wallace, 221.

9. Gary Habermas, The Historical Jesus (Joplin, MO.: College
Press Publishing, 1997), 34.

10. Nash, The Gospel and the Greeks, 129.

11. Norman Anderson, Christianity and World Religions (Downers
Grove, IL :InterVarsity Press, 1984),53.

12. Nash, The Gospel and the Greeks, 171-172.

13. Ibid., 144.

14. Strobel, The Case for the Real Jesus, 169.

15. Ibid., 177.



16. Nash, The Gospel and the Greeks, 144.
17. Strobel, The Case for the Real Jesus, 182.

© 2008 Probe Ministries

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 is 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,
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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.

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 is
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 it.
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,

“‘I 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 thenm,
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 is divine and what He teaches 1is 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 1is 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 1is
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.
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The Historical Reliability of
the Gospels — An Important
Apologetic for Christianity

Dr. Pat Zukeran provides a succinct argument for the
reliability of our current copies of the four gospels. This
data is an important part of any apologetic argument, 1.e.
defense of the veracity of the Christian faith.

This article is also available in Spanish.

Differences Between the Four Gospels

Skeptics have criticized the Gospels, the first four books of
the New Testament, as being legendary in nature rather than
historical. They point to alleged contradictions between
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. They also maintain the Gospels
were written centuries after the lifetimes of the
eyewitnesses. The late date of the writings allowed legends
and exaggerations to proliferate, they say.

Are the Gospels historical or mythological?

The first challenge to address is how to account for the
differences among the four Gospels. They are each different in
nature, content, and the facts they include or exclude. The
reason for the variations is that each author wrote to a
different audience and from his own unique perspective.
Matthew wrote to a Jewish audience to prove to them that Jesus
is indeed their Messiah. That'’'s why Matthew includes many of
the teachings of Christ and makes numerous references to 0Old
Testament prophecies. Mark wrote to a Greek or Gentile
audience to prove that Jesus is the Son of God. Therefore, he
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makes his case by focusing on the events of Christ’s life. His
gospel moves very quickly from one event to another,
demonstrating Christ’s lordship over all creation. Luke wrote
to give an accurate historical account of Jesus’ life. John
wrote after reflecting on his encounter with Christ for many
years. With that insight, near the end of his life John sat
down and wrote the most theological of all the Gospels.

We should expect some differences between four independent
accounts. If they were identical, we would suspect the writers
of collaboration with one another. Because of their
differences, the four Gospels actually give us a fuller and
richer picture of Jesus.

Let me give you an example. Imagine if four people wrote a
biography on your life: your son, your father, a co-worker,
and a good friend. They would each focus on different aspects
of your life and write from a unique perspective. One would be
writing about you as a parent, another as a child growing up,
one as a professional, and one as a peer. Each may include
different stories or see the same event from a different
angle, but their differences would not mean they are in error.
When we put all four accounts together, we would get a richer
picture of your life and character. That is what is taking
place in the Gospels.

So we acknowledge that differences do not necessarily mean
errors. Skeptics have made allegations of errors for
centuries, yet the vast majority of charges have been
answered. New Testament scholar, Dr. Craig Blomberg, writes,
“Despite two centuries of skeptical onslaught, it is fair to
say that all the alleged inconsistencies among the Gospels
have received at least plausible resolutions.”{1} Another
scholar, Murray Harris, emphasizes, “Even then the presence of
discrepancies in circumstantial detail is no proof that the
central fact is unhistorical.”{2} The four Gospels give us a
complementary, not a contradictory, account.



The Date of the New Testament Writings:
Internal Evidence

Critics claim that the Gospels were written centuries after
the lifetimes of the eyewitnesses. This would allow for myths
about Jesus’ life to proliferate. Were the Gospels written by
eyewitnesses as they claim, or were they written centuries
later? The historical facts appear to make a strong case for a
first century date.

Jesus’ ministry was from A.D. 27-30. Noted New Testament
scholar, F.F. Bruce, gives strong evidence that the New
Testament was completed by A.D. 100.{3} Most writings of the
New Testament works were completed twenty to forty years
before this. The Gospels are dated traditionally as follows:
Mark is believed to be the first gospel written around A.D.
60. Matthew and Luke follow and are written between A.D.
60-70; John is the final gospel, written between A.D. 90-100.

The internal evidence supports these early dates for several
reasons. The first three Gospels prophesied the fall of the
Jerusalem Temple which occurred in A.D. 70. However, the
fulfillment is not mentioned. It is strange that these three
Gospels predict this major event but do not record it
happening. Why do they not mention such an important prophetic
milestone? The most plausible explanation is that it had not
yet occurred at the time Matthew, Mark, and Luke were written.

In the book of Acts, the Temple plays a central role in the
nation of Israel. Luke writes as if the Temple is an important
part of Jewish life. He also ends Acts on a strange note: Paul
living under house arrest. It is strange that Luke does not
record the death of his two chief characters, Peter and Paul.
The most plausible reason for this is that Luke finished
writing Acts before Peter and Paul’s martyrdom in A.D. 64. A
significant point to highlight is that the Gospel of Luke
precedes Acts, further supporting the traditional dating of



A.D. 60. Furthermore, most scholars agree Mark precedes Luke,
making Mark’s Gospel even earlier.

Finally, the majority of New Testament scholars believe that
Paul’'s epistles are written from A.D. 48-60. Paul’s outline of
the life of Jesus matches that of the Gospels. 1 Corinthians
is one of the least disputed books regarding its dating and
Pauline authorship. In chapter 15, Paul summarizes the gospel
and reinforces the premise that this is the same gospel
preached by the apostles. Even more compelling is that Paul
quotes from Luke’s Gospel in 1 Timothy 5:18, showing us that
Luke’s Gospel was indeed completed in Paul’s lifetime. This
would move up the time of the completion of Luke’'s Gospel
along with Mark and Matthew.

The internal evidence presents a strong case for the early
dating of the Gospels.

The Date of the Gospels: External
Evidence

Were the Gospels written by eyewitnesses of the events, or
were they not recorded until centuries later? As with the
internal evidence, the external evidence also supports a first
century date.

Fortunately, New Testament scholars have an enormous amount of
ancient manuscript evidence. The documentary evidence for the
New Testament far surpasses any other work of its time. We
have over 5000 manuscripts, and many are dated within a few
years of their authors’ lives.

Here are some key documents. An important manuscript 1is the
Chester Beatty Papyri. It contains most of the N.T. writings,
and is dated around A.D. 250.

The Bodmer Papyri contains most of John, and dates to A.D.
200. Another 1is the Rylands Papyri that was found in Egypt



that contains a fragment of John, and dates to A.D. 130. From
this fragment we can conclude that John was completed well
before A.D. 130 because, not only did the gospel have to be
written, it had to be hand copied and make its way down from
Greece to Egypt. Since the vast majority of scholars agree
that John is the last gospel written, we can affirm its first
century date along with the other three with greater
assurance.

A final piece of evidence comes from the Dead Sea Scrolls Cave
7. Jose Callahan discovered a fragment of the Gospel of Mark
and dated it to have been written in A.D. 50. He also
discovered fragments of Acts and other epistles and dated them
to have been written slightly after A.D. 50.{4}

Another line of evidence is the writings of the church
fathers. Clement of Rome sent a letter to the Corinthian
church in A.D. 95. in which he quoted from the Gospels and
other portions of the N.T. Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch, wrote
a letter before his martyrdom in Rome in A.D. 115, quoting all
the Gospels and other N.T. letters. Polycarp wrote to the
Philippians in A.D. 120 and quoted from the Gospels and N.T.
letters. Justin Martyr (A.D. 150) quotes John 3. Church
fathers of the early second century were familiar with the
apostle’s writings and quoted them as inspired Scripture.

Early dating is important for two reasons. The closer a
historical record is to the date of the event, the more likely
the record is accurate. Early dating allows for eyewitnesses
to still be alive when the Gospels were circulating to attest
to their accuracy. The apostles often appeal to the witness of
the hostile crowd, pointing to their knowledge of the facts as
well (Acts 2:22, 26:26). Also, the time is too short for
legends to develop. Historians agree it takes about two
generations, or eighty years, for legendary accounts to
establish themselves.

From the evidence, we can conclude the Gospels were indeed



written by the authors they are attributed to.

How Reliable was the Oral Tradition?

Previously, I defended the early dating of the Gospels.
Despite this early dating, there is a time gap of several
years between the ascension of Jesus and the writing of the
Gospels. There is a period during which the gospel accounts
were committed to memory by the disciples and transmitted
orally. The question we must answer 1is, Was the oral tradition
memorized and passed on accurately? Skeptics assert that
memory and oral tradition cannot accurately preserve accounts
from person to person for many years.

The evidence shows that in oral cultures where memory has been
trained for generations, oral memory can accurately preserve
and pass on large amounts of information. Deuteronomy 6:4-9
reveals to us how important oral instruction and memory of
divine teaching was stressed in Jewish culture. It is a well-
known fact that the rabbis had the 0.T. and much of the oral
law committed to memory. The Jews placed a high value on
memorizing whatever wri ting reflected inspired Scripture and
the wisdom of God. I studied under a Greek professor who had
the Gospels memorized word perfect. In a culture where this
was practiced, memorization skills were far advanced compared
to ours today. New Testament scholar Darrell Bock states that
the Jewish culture was “a culture of memory.”{5}

Rainer Reisner presents six key reasons why oral tradition
accurately preserved Jesus’ teachings.{6} First, Jesus used
the O0ld Testament prophets’ practice of proclaiming the word
of God which demanded accurate preservation of inspired
teaching. Second, Jesus’ presentations of Himself as Messiah
would reinforce among His followers the need to preserve His
words accurately. Third, ninety percent of Jesus’ teachings
and sayings use mnemonic methods similar to those used in
Hebrew poetry. Fourth, Jesus trained His disciples to teach
His lessons even while He was on earth. Fifth, Jewish boys



were educated until they were twelve, so the disciples likely
knew how to read and write. Finally, just as Jewish and Greek
teachers gathered disciples, Jesus gathered and trained His to
carry on after His death.

When one studies the teachings of Jesus, one realizes that His
teachings and illustrations are easy to memorize. People
throughout the world recognize immediately the story of the
Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, and the Lord’s Prayer.

We also know that the church preserved the teachings of Christ
in the form of hymns which were likewise easy to memorize.
Paul’s summary of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15 is a good
example of this.

We can have confidence then that the oral tradition accurately
preserved the teachings and the events of Jesus’ life till
they were written down just a few years later.

The Transmission of the Gospel Texts

When I am speaking with Muslims or Mormons, we often come to a
point in the discussion where it 1is clear the Bible
contradicts their position. It is then they claim, as many
skeptics, do that the Bible has not been accurately
transmitted and has been corrupted by the church. In regards
to the Gospels, do we have an accurate copy of the original
texts or have they been corrupted?

Previously, we showed that the Gospels were written in the
first century, within the lifetime of the eyewitnesses. These
eyewitnesses, both friendly and hostile, scrutinized the
accounts for accuracy.

So the original writings were accurate. However, we do not
have the original manuscripts. What we have are copies of
copies of copies. Are these accurate, or have they been
tampered with? As shown earlier, we have 5000 Greek
manuscripts of the New Testament. When you include the quotes



from the church fathers, manuscripts from other early
translations like the Latin Vulgate, the Ethiopic text, and
others, the total comes out to over 24,000 ancient texts. With
so many ancient texts, significant alterations should be easy
to spot. However, those who accuse the New Testament of being
corrupted have not produced such evidence. This 1is significant
because it should be easy to do with so many manuscripts
available. The truth is, the large number of manuscripts
confirm the accurate preservation and transmission of the New
Testament writings.

Although we can be confident in an accurate copy, we do have
textual discrepancies. There are some passages with variant
readings that we are not sure of. However, the differences are
minor and do not affect any major theological doctrine. Most
have to do with sentence structure, vocabulary, and grammar.
These in no way affect any major doctrine.

Here is one example. In our Bibles, Mark 16:9-20 is debated as
to whether it was part of the original writings. Although I
personally do not believe this passage was part of the
original text, its inclusion does not affect any major
teaching of Christianity. It states that Christ was
resurrected, appeared to the disciples, and commissioned them
to preach the gospel. This is taught elsewhere.

The other discrepancies are similar in nature. Greek scholars
agree we have a copy very accurate to the original. Westcott
and Hort state that we have a copy 98.33% accurate to the
original.{7} A.T. Robertson gave a figure of 99% accuracy to
the original.{8} As historian Sir Fredric Kenyon assures us,
“.the last foundation for any doubt that the Scriptures have
come down to us substantially as they were written has now
been removed. Both the authenticity and general integrity of
the books of the New Testament may be regarded as finally
established.”{9}



Do Miracles Discredit the Gospels?

Skeptics question the accuracy of the Gospels because of the
miracles. However, this is an issue of worldviews. Those who
hold to a naturalistic worldview do not believe an omnipotent
creator exists. All that exists 1is energy and matter.
Therefore, miracles are impossible. Their conclusion, then, is
that the miracle accounts in the Gospels are exaggerations or
myths.

Those who hold to a theistic worldview can accept miracles in
light of our understanding of God and Christ. God can
intervene in time and space and alter the natural regularities
of nature much like finite humans can in smaller limited ways.
If Jesus is the Son of God, we can expect Him to perform
miracles to affirm His claims to be divine. But worldviews are
not where this ends. We also need to take a good look at the
historical facts.

As shown previously, the Gospels were written by eyewitnesses
to the events of the life of Christ. Early dating shows
eyewitnesses were alive when Gospels were circulating and
could attest to their accuracy. Apostles often appeal to the
witness of the hostile crowd, pointing out their knowledge of
the facts as well (Acts 2:22, Acts 26:26). Therefore, if there
were any exaggerations or stories being told about Christ that
were not true, the eyewitnesses could have easily discredited
the apostles accounts. Remember, they began preaching in
Israel in the very cities and during the lifetimes of the
eyewitnesses. The Jews were careful to record accurate
historical accounts. Many enemies of the early church were
looking for ways to discredit the apostles’ teaching. If what
the apostles were saying was not true, the enemies would have
cried foul, and the Gospels would not have earned much
credibility.

There are also non-Christian sources that attest to the
miracles of Christ. Josephus writes, “Now there was about that



time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for
he was a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as
receive the truth with pleasure. He drew to him both many of
the Jews and many of the gentiles.” The Jewish Talmud, written
in the fifth century A.D., attributes Jesus’ miracles to
sorcery. Opponents of the Gospels do not deny He did miracles,
they just present alternative explanations for them.

Finally, Christ’s power over creation is supremely revealed in
the resurrection. The resurrection is one of the best attested
to events in history. For a full treatment, look up the
article Resurrection: Fact or Fiction here at Probe.org.
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“Your Answer About oT
Prophecies of Jesus’
Resurrection Are Troubling”

You responded to a question written by someone titled, “Where
are the OT Prophecies of Jesus’ Resurrection?” Your answer is
troubling. In Acts 13:32 God the Holy Spirit through Luke
makes 1t expressly clear that He did prophesy in the OT
regarding Christ’s resurrection. You answered that there are
no prophecies in the OT about Jesus’ resurrection. Summed up:
Your answer is in contradiction to Acts 13:32. Resolution?

I do (in fact) believe that there are OT predictions
concerning the resurrection of Christ. The 1issue I was
wrestling with in my response, however, is whether any of
these predictions are “explicit” or “specific.” I state this
quite clearly in my original letter:

“I do not think there are any specific predictions of Jesus’
resurrection in the OT.”

And although I could always be wrong, it doesn’t seem to me
that the predictions are of this sort. It is only after His
resurrection that we can clearly see that these passages were
intended to refer to the resurrection of Christ. Prior to
this, however, it does not seem to me that it was clear from
the OT that the Messiah would be raised from the dead. This is
certainly not something that the Jews of Jesus’ day (including
Jesus’ own disciples) were expecting. This is quite clear, I
think, if you look at those passages in which Jesus predicts
His resurrection to His own disciples (e.g. Mark 8:31-32;
9:30-32; etc.). Indeed, the apostle John tells us quite
explicitly that he did not believe until he saw some evidence
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of Jesus’ resurrection. And (speaking for himself and the
other disciples) he specifically tells us why:

“For as yet they did not understand the Scripture, that He
must rise again from the dead” (John 20:9).

In other words, , 1n spite of all the OT prophetic
evidence AND Jesus’ repeated predictions that He would rise
from the dead after being crucified, the disciples did not
understand any of it. It was still not clear to them. They
were not expecting the death and resurrection of their Messiah

and they were initially quite surprised by it all.

So while I agree that there are OT predictions of the
resurrection of Christ, I just don’t see that these
predictions are explicit in the sense of telling us directly,
“The Messiah will be raised from the dead,” etc. Of course, if
you can point one out to me that is explicit in this sense, I
would be very grateful.

So it seems to me that the resolution to your difficulty,
, 1s to read your sources a bit more carefully in the

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

Posted July 2, 2014

© 2014 Probe Ministries



The Power of “Withness”

April 25, 2014

The day after Easter, our beloved Golden Retriever Calvin,
only seven years old (that's mid-life in dog years) had to be
put to sleep because of cancer that had been sucking the life
out of him. When our son and his wife moved from Texas to
California, they were forced to leave him behind because their
housing does not allow dogs, and Calvin became my husband’s
dog.

Calvin was the exact same shade of red as our Irish Setter,
who died seventeen months ago. When we had to put Pele down,
there was another big red dog in the house.

But not yesterday. Or today.
And it’s painful.

Ray has always connected in a deep and special way with his
dogs, and God has used them to “love on” him, as they say here
in the South. So the loss of two beloved four-footed family
members in less than a year and a half struck a deep blow of
grief to his soul.

I looked forward to his return home so I could just be with
him. I knew I couldn’t say anything to make him feel better.
Nothing makes a grieving person feel better. But there 1is
comfort in the being there for someone in pain.

Or in stress. The next morning a friend and I went into a
courtroom with another mutual friend to support her in a legal
hearing. Several times, our friend said how much she
appreciated us being there with her and for her.

I am mindful of the week of comfort Job’s friends brought to
him when they sat with him in his misery, saying nothing in
words but everything with their silent, supportive presence
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(Job 2:13).

I am also mindful of the good news of the Incarnation, the Son
leaving heaven to come into our darkness and misery of life in
a fallen world, coming as Immanuel: God with us.

And I am mindful of the big “no accident” of the timing of our
painful loss: the day after Easter, when we celebrate
Immanuel’s resurrection from the dead, Who is forever alive
and, as He promised, He is with us always (Matt. 28:20).

With us in pain.

With us in loss.

With us in stress.

Praise God for the power of “withness”!!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/tapestry/sue bohlin/the power of withness

Reasonable Faith

Reasonable Faith

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

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

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

work.{2}

Although the book has been described as “an admirable defense
of basic Christian faith,”{3} many readers will find the
content quite advanced. According to Craig, “Reasonable Faith
is intended primarily to serve as a textbook for seminary
level courses on Christian apologetics.”{4} For those without
much prior training in philosophy, theology, and apologetics,
this book will make for some very demanding reading in places.
But for those who want to seriously grapple with an informed
and compelling case for the truth of Christianity, this book
will richly repay one’s careful and patient study.
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Although we cannot possibly do it justice, in the remainder of
this article we will briefly consider at least some of the
reasons why Craig believes that biblical Christianity is an
eminently reasonable faith.

The Absurdity of Life Without God

Imagine for a moment that there is no God. What implications
would this have for human life? Science tells us that the
universe is not eternal, but that it rather had a beginning.
But if there is no God, then the universe must have come into
being, uncaused, out of nothing! What'’s more, the origin of
life is nothing more than an unintended by-product of matter,
plus time, plus chance.{5} No one planned or purposed for life
to arise, for if there is no God, there was no one to plan or
purpose it. And human beings? We are just the unpredictable
result of a long evolutionary process that never had us in
mind. In fact, if one were to rewind the history of life to
its beginning, and allow the evolutionary process to start
anew, it’s virtually certain that none of us would be here to
think about it! After all, without an intelligent Agent
guiding this long and complicated process, the chances that
our species would accidentally emerge a second time 1is
practically zero.{6}

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

Of course, some might wonder why we couldn’t just create some
meaning for our lives, or give the universe a meaning of our



own. But as Craig observes, “the universe does not really
acquire meaning just because I happen to give it one

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

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

The Existence of God

In the latest edition of Reasonable Faith, Craig offers a
number of persuasive arguments for believing that God does, 1in
fact, exist. Unfortunately, we can only skim the surface of
these arguments here. But if you want to go deeper, his book
is a great place to start.

After a brief historical survey of some of the major kinds of
arguments that scholars have offered for believing that God
exists, Craig offers his own defense for each of them. He
begins with a defense of what is often called the cosmological
argument. This argument takes its name from the Greek word
kosmos, which means “world.” It essentially argues from the
existence of the cosmos, or world, to the existence of a First
Cause or Sufficient Reason for the world’'s existence.{9} Next
he defends a teleological, or design, argument. The name for
this argument comes from the Greek word telos, which means
“end.” According to Craig, this argument attempts to infer “an
intelligent designer of the universe, just as we infer an



intelligent designer for any product in which we discern
evidence of purposeful adaptation of means to some end
(telos).”{10} After the design argument, he offers a defense
of the moral argument. This argument “implies the existence of
a Being that is the embodiment of the ultimate Good,” as well
as “the source of the objective moral values we experience in
the world.”{11} Finally, he defends what is known as the
ontological argument. Ontology is the study of being, and this
much-debated argument “attempts to prove from the very concept
of God that God exists.”{12}

Taken together, these arguments provide a powerful case for
the existence of God. As Craig presents them, the cosmological
argument implies the existence of an eternal, immaterial,
unimaginably powerful, personal Creator of the universe. The
design argument reveals an intelligent designer of the cosmos.
The moral argument reveals a Being who is the transcendent
source and standard of moral goodness. And the ontological
argument shows that if God’s existence is even possible, then
He must exist!

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

The Son of Man

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



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

o

In this passage Daniel describes a vision in which “one like a
son of man” comes before God with the clouds of heaven. God
gives this person an everlasting kingdom and we are told that
“all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him”
(Dan. 7:14). It’s clear that Daniel’s “son of man” is much
more than a human being, for he’s viewed as an appropriate
object of worship. Since no one is worthy of worship but God
alone (see Luke 4:8), the “son of man” must actually be
divine, as well as human.

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

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



claims to be true. As a matter of fact we do!

The Resurrection of Jesus

Shortly after Jesus’ crucifixion, on the day of Pentecost, the
apostle Peter stood before a large crowd of people gathered in
Jerusalem and made a truly astonishing claim: God had raised
Jesus from the dead, thereby vindicating his radical personal
claims to be both Lord and Messiah (see Acts 2:32-36). The
reason this claim was so incredible was that the “Jews had no
conception of a Messiah who, instead of triumphing over
Israel’s enemies, would be shamefully executed by them as a
criminal.”{17} Indeed, according to the 0ld Testament book of
Deuteronomy, “anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s
curse” (21:22-23). So how could a man who had been crucified
as a criminal possibly be the promised Messiah? If we reject
the explanation of the New Testament, that God raised Jesus
from the dead, it’s very difficult to see how early
Christianity could have ever gotten started. So are there good
reasons to believe that Jesus really was raised from the dead?

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

facts.”{19}

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

The resurrection of Jesus acquires such decisive meaning, not



merely because someone

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

In other words, by raising Jesus from the dead, God has put
His seal of approval (as it were) on Jesus’ radical personal
claims to be the Messiah, the Son of God, and the divine Son
of Man! This forces each of us to answer the same haunting
question Jesus once asked his disciples, “Who do you say I
am?” (Matt. 16:15).
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Gabriel’s Vision: An Angelic
Threat to the Resurrection?

An article in TIME magazine titled “Was Jesus’ Resurrection a
Sequel?” opened with the statement, “A 3-ft.-high tablet
romantically dubbed ‘Gabriel’s Vision’ could challenge the
uniqueness of the idea of the Christian Resurrection.”{1} What
exactly is this tablet and does it have any significant impact
on the teaching of the resurrection of Christ?

About a decade ago a stone tablet about three feet in height
owned by a Swiss-Israeli antiques collector received the
attention of historians. This tablet contained eighty-seven
lines in Hebrew text written, not engraved, on the stone.
Experts date the tablet to the late first century B.C. or a
little later. The origin of the tablet is unknown. Some
surmise that it came from the Transjordan region and other
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scholars think this may have been a part of the Dead Sea
Scrolls collection.

The tablet contains an apocalyptic prediction of the end of
the world spoken by a person named Gabriel. Other scholars
believe the name refers to the angel Gabriel. There are
several parts of the message that are missing or difficult to
decipher.

The connection to the resurrection of Christ is found in line
80. Jewish scholar Israel Kohl, an expert in Talmudic and
biblical languages at Jerusalem’s Hebrew University, believes
that the line begins with the words “In three days” and
includes some form of the verb “to live.”{2} He believes that
this text refers to a first century Jewish rebel named Simon
who was killed by the Romans in 4 B.C. Kohl believes the
translation reads, “In three days, you shall live. I Gabriel
command you."”{3}

Time magazine writer David Van Biema writes that if Kohl’'s
translation is correct, it would somehow undermine the
historicity of resurrection. He states,

This, in turn, undermines one of the strongest literary
arguments employed by Christians over centuries to support
the historicity of the Resurrection (in which they believe on
faith): the specificity and novelty of the idea that the
Messiah would die on a Friday and rise on a Sunday. Who could
make such stuff up? But, as Knohl told TIME, maybe the
Christians had a model to work from. The idea of a “dying and
rising messiah appears in some Jewish texts, but until now,
everyone thought that was the impact of Christianity on
Judaism,” he says. “But for the first time, we have proof
that 1t was the other way around. The concept was there
before Jesus.” If so, he goes on, “this should shake our
basic view of Christianity. .. What happens in the New
Testament [could have been] adopted by Jesus and his
followers based on an earlier messiah story.”{4}



Biema states that one of the strongest arguments for the
resurrection was that it was a unique concept introduced by
Christianity. The belief in the resurrection is based on
“faith.” The defense Christians gave for the resurrection 1is
that it was not believed by the Jews and therefore could not
have been made up by the Christians. This discovery would then
undermine one of the strongest arguments for the resurrection
of Christ.

What implications does this discovery have, and 1is it a
devastating blow to the resurrection as Biema asserts? First,
Kohl contends that the words of line 80 should be translated
as, “In three days you shall live.” But the exact words of
that line are not known. Hebrew scholars remain uncertain
regarding line 80 because in crucial places there are a lot of
missing words. The Israeli scholar who first worked on the
tablet is Ada Yardeni. Yardeni’s translation of the text shows
indeed there are key words missing. The English translation
reads, “..from before You, the three si[gn]s(?), three
wlw.](line 79). In three days .., I, Gabri'el ..[?], (line
80).{5} Yardeni considers the words in line 80 to be
indecipherable.{6}

Church history scholar Ben Witherington states that the verb
Kohl translates as rise could also mean “there arose.” So,
instead of a resurrected messiah, the text refers to the
appearing of a Messiah.{7} Since the words of line 80 are not
clear, we cannot state conclusively the text is speaking of a
messiah who dies and resurrects in three days.

Second, I do not find this discovery a threat to the
resurrection. Even if Kohl’s translation is correct, it does
not affect the evidence for and the teaching on the
resurrection. If Kohl’s translation 1is correct, it would
highlight the debate in Jewish belief regarding the Messiah.
The popular notion was teaching of a Davidic Messiah who would
overthrow the nation’s enemies and establish the Davidic
Kingdom. However, some Jewish schools although a minority,



held to a belief in a suffering Messiah. If Kohl’s translation
is correct, this tablet would show this suffering Messiah
would rise from the dead in three days.

This would not pose a major threat to Christianity. Many
Christians have taught that the idea of a resurrected Messiah
was never taught in Judaism. However, Christians have long
taught that the 0ld Testament prophecies such as Isaiah 53
teach of a dying and resurrected Messiah. In fact, a few
people are recorded being raised from the dead in the 01ld
Testament (1 Kings 17, 2 Kings 13). Therefore, it should not
be so surprising if there was a pre-Christian Jewish belief 1in
a resurrected Messiah held by a minority of Jews.

Finally, Biema states that the “novelty” of the resurrection
is one of the strongest literary arguments for the historicity
of the resurrection. He also states that Christians’ belief in
the resurrection is based on “faith.” I would disagree with
Biema's assertions. First, the historicity of the resurrection
is not based on “faith” or belief without credible reasons.
The belief in the resurrection 1is based on compelling
historical evidence. Second, I do not believe the novelty of
the resurrection 1is one of the strongest arguments for the
resurrection. I rarely if ever have used it in an apologetic
presentation. I believe the strongest arguments come from the
historical evidence.

What are those evidences? First, the Gospels represent an
accurate historical account of the life of Christ written in
the lifetime of the eyewitnesses. The internal evidence,
archaeology, manuscript evidence, quotes from the early Church
Fathers, and ancient non-Christian historical works affirm the
first century date and historical accuracy of the gospels (See
my article on The Historical Reliability of the Gospels.)

In studying the resurrection, there are several facts agreed
upon by historians of various persuasions. First, the tomb of
Christ was known and was found empty. Second, there is the
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transformation of the Apostles from cowards to men who boldly
proclaimed the resurrection of Christ in the face of their
enemies. Third, the preaching of the Resurrection originates
in Jerusalem, the most hostile place to preach such a message.
Fourth, we have a massive Jewish societal transformation.
Thousands of Jews abandon key tenets of Jewish faith and
accept the teachings of Christ. Fifth, the origin of the
church was built on the proclamation of the resurrection. Any
explanation of the empty tomb must account for these facts,
and the resurrection remains the most reasonable explanation.
All other attempts have failed as alternative explanations
(See my article Resurrection: Fact or Fiction.)

These remain the strongest arguments for the resurrection, not
the novelty of a resurrected Messiah. Even 1if Kohl'’s
translation is proven to be correct, it does not affect any of
these facts. There 1is still compelling evidence for the
resurrection of Christ. Kohl’s translation would highlight the
controversy among pre-Christian Jews regarding the two
concepts of the coming Messiah. His translation would simply
add the idea that the minority view regarding the suffering
Messiah included a belief by some Jews in a Messiah who would
die and resurrect three days later.

Notes

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

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

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



https://www.probe.org/jesus-resurrection-fact-or-fiction/
http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1820685,00.html?xid=newsletter-weekly
http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1820685,00.html?xid=newsletter-weekly
http://www.bib-arch.org/news/dssinstone_english.pdf
http://www.garyhabermas.com/articles/gabrielsvision1/gabrielsvision.htm
http://www.garyhabermas.com/articles/gabrielsvision1/gabrielsvision.htm

7. Biema, 2.

© 2008 Probe Ministries

“Is Organ Donation O0K?”

Is organ donation Biblical considering the resurrection of our
bodies from the grave when Jesus comes back? Some people have
argued that we cannot donate because our bodies need to be
intact for the resurrection.

Think about how long it takes for bodies to decompose. Within
a year, they can be nothing but bones. Think about the people
who have been dead for a thousand years. Where are their
bodies? By now even their bones have been completely broken
down and recycled in the environment. And what about people
who died at sea, or in fires?

In short, nobody’s body will be intact unless they died
moments before Jesus comes back. God is more powerful than the
decomposition of our bodies, so there is no reason to withhold
on organ donation so we can “help God out” when it comes time
for the resurrection. In fact, I would argue that organ
donation is a reasonable fulfillment of the Lord Jesus'’
comment that “Greater love has no man than to lay down his
life for his friends.” If self-sacrifice is a measure of love,
then organ donation is a way to be loving even after death.

Hope this helps!

Sue Bohlin

Probe Ministries
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“Where 1s the REAL Eyewitness
Account of the Resurrection?”

I read your article “Evidence that Jesus Didn’'t Become the
Christ Till Centuries Later?” You cited two or three
historians but no eye-witness accounts. I wonder if you can
provide me with an eye witness account of someone (e.g.
Pontius Pilate) who was alive at the time of the resurrection
and within five years wrote an account of that (considering
people forget details and add details with time). I understand
that the gospels cannot be taken as eye-witness accounts as
the first one wasn’t written till maybe 40 years after Jesus’
death, and supposedly the original copy doesn’t exist.

Along with most other conservative scholars, I actually do
believe that the Gospels contain eyewitness testimony about
the 1life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus. Many
conservative scholars hold that the Gospel of Mark was written
as early as the 50's or 60’'s of the first century.
Furthermore, there is evidence from Mark’s passion narrative
that he may have relied on a source dating to within seven
years of Jesus’ crucifixion.

It's true that we do not have the original manuscripts of any
New Testament book. However, we have copies dating to the
early second century and later. Also, it’s worth saying that
we don’t have the original manuscripts for ANY book of the
ancient world (not Plato, Aristotle, Tacitus, Pliny, Josephus,
etc.). The New Testament manuscripts that we do possess are
both earlier and more numerous than is true for any other book
of antiquity.

Finally, about a non-Christian eyewitness source dating to
within five years of Jesus’ death. There is none. The earliest
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non-Christian writings we have are probably those of Josephus,
the Jewish historian, who was writing near the end of the
first century.

Shalom,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

Jesus in the Qur’an — Muslims
Receive a False View

Dr. Zukeran clearly lays out the differences between a
biblical view of Jesus and the view brought forth in the
Qura’n. He makes a strong case that the biblical reports are
supported by historical fact while the Muslim writings were
created to strengthen their case. Looking at the birth, the
life and the death of Christ he highlights the distinct
differences and the case for a Christian view over an Islamic
view.

The Debate

Islam and Christianity both recognize Jesus as a significant
historical figure. However, they teach contrary doctrines
regarding the nature and person of Jesus Christ. Christians
have taught from the beginning that Jesus is the divine Son of
God. This was not a doctrine invented centuries after the life
of Christ as some allege, but was taught from the beginning by
Christ Himself and the church. There is strong evidence that
the New Testament was written in the first century, and there
are numerous verses proclaiming the deity of Christ (Matt.
1:23; Mark 2:1-12; John 1:1). 0ld Testament prophecies
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regarding the nature of the Messiah proclaimed that He would
be human as well as divine (Isaiah 7:14; 9:6). Even non-
Christian Roman historical works, such as the writings of
Pliny the Younger (AD 112) and Celsus (AD 177), acknowledge
that the Christians worshipped Christ as God.

= Muslims reject the biblical teaching that Christ is the
divine Son of God. Islam builds upon the teachings of the
Qur'an, which is considered perfect and without error. The
Qur’an teaches that Jesus was a significant prophet but not
the divine Son of God. Muslims reject the doctrine of the
Trinity, and, therefore, worshipping Jesus as God 1is
considered shirk, or blasphemy (Sura 5:72).

Islam teaches that Jesus Himself never claimed to be the Son
of God. Sura 9:30 states,”The Jews call Ezra a son of God, and
the Christians call Christ the son of God. That is a saying
from their mouth; (in this) they but imitate what the
unbelievers of old used to say. God’s curse be upon them: how
they are deluded away from the truth!” The assertion that God
stands against those who believe in the deity of Christ is in
contradiction with the Bible. Sura 5:116-117 states:

And behold! God will say [i.e. on the Day of Judgment]: “Oh
Jesus, the son of Mary! Didst thou say unto men, worship me
and my mother as gods in derogation of God?” He will say:
“Glory to Thee! Never could I say what I had no right (to
say). Had I said such a thing, You would indeed have known
it. You know what is in my heart, though I know not what 1is
in Yours. For You know in full all that is hidden. Never did
I say to them anything except what You commanded me to say:
‘Worship God, my Lord and your Lord.’ And I was a witness
over them while I lived among them. When You took me up, You
were the Watcher over them, and You are a witness to all
things.”

Chapter five of the Qur’an asserts that Christianity taught
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the worship of Mary as a god. From this passage and others,
many Muslims have incorrectly concluded that the Christian
doctrine of the Trinity is the Father, the Son, and Mary. In
fact, the New Testament never taught the worship of Mary.
Instead it clearly taught that one must worship the Lord God
alone (Matt. 4:10). The biblical doctrine of the Trinity never
included Mary. The chapter further states that Jesus Himself
clearly denied claiming to be the Son of God and would not
accept the worship of others. In contrast, the Bible teaches
that Jesus claimed to be the divine Son of God and received
worship (Jn. 8; Matt. 14:33; 28:17). Sura 5:75 states:

Christ, the son of Mary, was no more than a messenger; many
were the messengers that passed away before him. His mother
was a woman of truth. They had both to eat their (daily)
food. See how God makes His signs clear to them; yet see 1in
what ways they are deluded away from the truth!

The Qur’an emphatically teaches that Jesus was a prophet and
not the divine Son of God. Those who believe Jesus 1s divine
are “deluded.”

The Apostle John, writing in AD 90, states in chapter one of
his gospel, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with God, and the Word was God.” The Apostle Paul, writing his
letter to the Colossians in AD 60, states in chapter 2:9, “For
in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form.”

It is apparent that Christianity and Islam teach contrary
views of Christ and, therefore, cannot both be true at the
same time. In this article I will investigate what the Qur’an
teaches regarding the life of Christ and compare it with the
Gospels. Since they teach contrary views, I will examine to
see whether the Bible or the Qur’an has the greater weight of
evidence to support its teachings on the nature of Christ.



Infancy Narratives of Christ in the
Qur’an

What does the Qur’an teach regarding the childhood years of
Christ? Not only do the Bible and the Qur’an teach contrary
views regarding the nature of Christ, they also record
contrary accounts of His early life. The Bible teaches that
Jesus was born in Bethlehem during the time of Caesar Augustus
and the reign of King Herod over Bethlehem. Jesus was born in
a stable because there were no rooms available for Mary and
Joseph. On the eve of His birth, shepherds, who were told of
his birth by angels, visited him. Later, wise men from the
East came and worshipped the child. Herod, threatened by the
announcement of a newborn king, sought to kill the child.
Joseph fled from Herod, traveled to Egypt, and, after Herod’s
death, returned to Nazareth where Jesus grew up. The Gospels
rely on eyewitness accounts for their source of information.

The Qur’an includes stories regarding the birth and childhood
of Christ, but it relies on very questionable sources that are
not eyewitness accounts. First, the Qur’an teaches that Jesus
was born in the desert under a palm tree. Sura 19 teaches that
Mary, feeling the pangs of childbirth, seized the trunk of a
palm tree and desired at that moment to die. However, the baby
Jesus speaks to her from beneath saying, “Grieve not; for your
Lord has provided a rivulet beneath you. And shake towards
yourself the trunk of the palm tree: it will let fall fresh
ripe dates upon you. So eat drink and cool [your] eye” (Sura
19: 24-25).

This story parallels an account from the apocryphal Gospel of
Pseudo Matthew, which is dated to the early seventh century AD
(between AD 600 and 625).{1} New Testament scholar Dan Wallace
dates this Gospel even later to the eighth to ninth century
AD.{2} Wallace'’s date would push back the date of the Qur'an
to several generations after Muhammad. In chapter 20 of this
apocryphal work, Joseph and Mary are fleeing to Egypt and come



to rest under a tall palm tree. Mary longs to eat the fruit of
a palm tree and Joseph states their need for water. It is then
the infant Jesus speaks to the palm tree:

Then the child Jesus, with a joyful countenance, reposing in
the bosom of His mother, said to the palm: “0 tree, bend thy
branches, and refresh my mother with thy fruit.” And
immediately at these words the palm bent its top down to the
very feet of the blessed Mary, and they gathered from it
fruit, with which they were all refreshed. And after they had
gathered all its fruit, it remained bent down, waiting the
order to rise from Him who bad commanded it to stoop. Then
Jesus said to it: “Raise thyself, 0 palm tree, and be strong,
and be the companion of my trees, which are in the paradise
of my Father; and open from thy roots a vein of water which
has been hid in the earth, and let the waters flow, so that
we may be satisfied from thee.” And it rose up immediately,
and at its root there began to come forth a spring of water
exceedingly clear and cool and sparkling. And when they saw
the spring of water, they rejoiced with great joy, and were
satisfied, themselves and all their cattle and their beasts.
Wherefore they gave thanks to God.

Historians and textual scholars such as F. F. Bruce have
concluded that Muhammad incorporated this story from the
apocryphal Gospel of Pseudo Matthew.{3}

Another infant narrative from the Qur’an teaches that not long
after Jesus’ birth, Mary presents the infant to her people,
several of whom question her regarding the baby. In her
defense she points to the infant, which confuses the people
since the child is only an infant. Then to everyone's
surprise, the newborn Jesus speaks saying:

I am indeed a servant of Allah, He has given me revelation
and made me a Prophet; And He has made me blessed wheresoever
I be, and He has enjoined on me prayer and charity as long as



I live. [He] has made me kind to my mother, and not
overbearing or miserable; So peace 1is on me the day I was
born, the day that I die, and the day that I shall be raised
up to life [again]. Such was (Prophet) Jesus, the son of
Mary. A saying of truth, concerning what they doubt (Sura
19:30-33).

This account teaches that shortly after his birth, Jesus
spoke, proclaiming His calling as the prophet of Allah, and
defending the innocence of His mother Mary. The source of this
story is another pseudo-gospel, the Arabic Gospel of the
Infancy of the Savior.{4} According to Wallace, this
apocryphal work was written in the fifth or sixth century
AD.{5} This work states:

We have found it recorded in the book of Josephus the Chief
Priest, who was in the time of Christ (and men say that he
was Caiaphas), that this man said that Jesus spake when He
was in the cradle, and said to Mary His Mother, “Verily I am
Jesus, the Son of God, the Word which thou hast borne,
according as the angel Gabriel gave thee the good news; and
My Father hath sent Me for the salvation of the world.”

Here we see the parallels between the Qur’an and this
apocryphal work. This work specifically mentions the infant
Jesus speaking from his cradle, declaring His calling from
God.

A third account in the Qur’an records Jesus making birds out
of clay and then bringing them to life. Sura 3:49 states:

I have come to you with a sign from your Lord, in that I make
for you out of clay, the figure of a bird, and breathe into
it and it becomes a bird by Allah’s leave: And I heal those
born blind, and the lepers, and I quicken the dead by Allah’s
leave; and I declare to you what you eat and what you store
in your houses. Surely therein is a Sign for you, if you did



believe.

This story of Christ breathing life into clay birds has no
parallel in the Gospels. Instead, this story comes from
another apocryphal work, The Infancy Gospel of Thomas.
Historical evidence indicates this Gospel was not written by
Thomas; moreover, it was not even written in the lifetime of
the apostles. The earliest manuscript of this Gospel dates
from the sixth century AD., but most scholars date this work
in the late second century.{6} New Testament scholar Wilhelm
Schneemelcher writes that the author was most likely not
Jewish but a Gentile Christian. He asserts the fact that “the
author was of gentile Christian origin may be assumed with
certainty, since his work betrays no knowledge of things
Jewish.”{7}

Another account of Jesus in this Infancy Gospel reveals a
capricious child who inflicts painful revenge several times on
those who cross him in a manner he does not like. Fred Lapham
states, “[M]any of the stories in the earlier part of the work
are morally offensive and indefensible, showing the growing
Jesus to be cruel, callous, and vindictive, and exercising
power without regard for the consequences.”{8} This account
portrays a young Jesus contrary to that in the Gospels. A
vengeful and bad-tempered Jesus would be contrary to the
description given in Luke which states that he was “filled
with wisdom and the grace of God was upon Him” (Lk. 2:40).
Also, a child of the character portrayed in the Infancy Gospel
of Thomas would not likely be described as growing in “wisdom
and stature, and in favor with God and men” (Lk. 2:52).

There are several concerns regarding the accounts of Christ in
the Qur’an. First, the infancy accounts of Christ contradict
the Gospels. The Qur’an teaches that Jesus was born in the
desert under a palm tree while the New Testament Gospels teach
that Jesus was born in the city of Bethlehem in a stable (LK.
2:7). The infancy narratives in the Qur’an teach that Jesus



performed miracles in his infancy and childhood. However, John
2:11 states that Jesus’ first miracle was performed in Cana of
Galilee at the beginning of His ministry. Since the Qur’an and
the Bible present contrary accounts of the life of Christ,
both cannot be true at the same time.

What Does the Historical Evidence
Support?

The historical evidence strongly confirms the New Testament
Gospel accounts. First of all, two of these authors—Matthew
and John—were eyewitnesses. Meanwhile, Mark and Luke derived
their facts from the apostles themselves. There are numerous
facts that support this to be the case. The internal evidence,
archaeology, manuscript evidence, quotes from the early Church
Fathers, and ancient non-Christian historical works affirm the
first century date and historical accuracy of the gospels.{9}

Muhammad wrote the Qur’an nearly six centuries after the life
of Christ. Unlike the Gospel writers who relied on eyewitness
sources, Islam’s defense is that the angel Gabriel revealed
the information to Muhammad. However, the parallels to Gnostic
apocryphal works reveal that Muhammad’s sources came from a
mixture of Christian fables and Gnostic works that were
prevalent in Arabia at that time.

Muhammad no doubt had interaction with Christians. There were
several Christian communities in Arabia, and he would have
also met Christian traders traveling in caravans along the
trade routes. Also his first wife, Khadija, had a cousin named
Waraqga who was a Christian.{10} These Christian and Gnostic
“Christian” sources told Muhammad stories from the New
Testament and also the fables and apocryphal stories spreading
at that time. Since Muhammad was illiterate, he was not able
to read and research these sources for himself; instead he
relied on second or third hand accounts told to him. As he
retold the stories, some of the details were changed due to an



incorrect telling, a lapse in memory, or a desire for them to
better fit his belief system.

In creating the Qur’an, Muhammad does recount some biblical
stories, but he also relies on apocryphal sources written
centuries after the eyewitnesses. These works present a
Gnostic refashioning of Christ and have shown to be
unhistorical in nature. Since they were not derived from
apostolic sources and presented a false view of Christ, they
were never considered part of inspired Scripture. The evidence
strongly favors the New Testament Gospel accounts over the
Qur’an. Since the Qur’an presents stories contrary to the
Gospels, its historical accuracy and inspiration comes into
question. Also, if Muhammad recorded false stories regarding
the infant 1life of Christ, one must also question his
understanding of the nature of Christ as well.

In citing apocryphal works as unreliable, one may fairly
question whether the Bible quotes apocryphal works. Indeed,
there are occasions where the Bible does quote from uninspired
sources. One of the most questioned are Jude’s references to
the Assumption of Moses (Jude 9) and the Book of Enoch (Jude
14-15). However, these two references do not present a
theological or historical problem since they do not present
any teaching contrary to biblical revelation. So, although
Jude does quote uninspired sources, there is no reason to
reject the inspiration of Jude. Although the Assumption of
Moses and the Book of Enoch are apocryphal works, Jude 1is
referencing portions that are true and consistent with other
areas of the Bible. Therefore, this does not affect either the
doctrine of inspiration or the integrity of Jude’s book.

In contrast, the birth and infancy account of Christ in the
Qur’an 1is problematic since it both contradicts the New
Testament Gospels and presents a contrary view regarding the
nature of Christ. Therefore, unlike Jude, it is inconsistent
with the New Testament, and we must decide whether it is the
Qur’an or the Gospels that are in error.



The Life of Christ

The Qur’an speaks on five aspects of Christ’s life. The Qur’an
teaches that Jesus was a prophet of God but rejects the deity
of Christ. However, it does affirm that Christ lived a
remarkable life. The Qur’an affirms the virgin birth of Christ
(Sura 3:42-47; 19:16-21). The Qur’an affirms the prophetic
call of Christ. It also affirms that Christ performed many
miracles. The Qur'an affirms that Christ was sinless (Sura
19:16-21). However, 1t rejects the <crucifixion and
resurrection of Christ and instead teaches that Christ did not
suffer physical death but God raised Him up to heaven (Sura
4:158).

What is significant to realize is that, comparing Jesus to
Muhammad in the Qur’an, Jesus performs greater works than
Muhammad. First, according to the Qur’an, Christ is born of a
virgin while there is nothing miraculous regarding the birth
of Muhammad. Second, the Qur’'an teaches that Christ
accomplished many miracles, but Muhammad does not perform any
in the Qur’an. The Qur’an teaches that true prophets of God
are confirmed by miracles. It teaches that previous prophets
Moses and Jesus were confirmed as prophets by their miracles
(Sura 7:106-8; 116-119; 5:113). However, when the people ask
Muhammad to do so, he refuses, stating that the Jews witnessed
miracles from the prophets but remained in unbelief (Sura
28:47-51; 17:90-95). If, according to the Qur’'an, God
confirmed His prophets through miracles, a question remains as
to why He would not confirm Muhammad with the same “seal” of
the prophets. This certainly was within God’s ability to
accomplish.

Contemporary Muslim author Isma’il Al-Faruqi claims that
“Muslims do not claim any miracles for Muhammad. In their
view, what proves Muhammad’s prophethood is the sublime beauty
and greatness of the revelation itself, the Holy Qur’an, not
any inexplicable breaches of natural law which confound human



reason.”{11} Muslim scholar Abdullah Yusuf Ali admitted that
Muhammad did not perform any miracle “in the sense of a
reversing of Nature.”{12}

Muslim apologists point to the miracle accounts of Muhammad in
the Hadith, a record of the sayings of Muhammad. However, the
Qur’an 1is the inspired book of God, and the Hadith does not
carry the authority of the Qur’an. The Hadith was written
nearly one to two centuries after the life of Muhammad. Since
this follows the pattern historians such as A.N. Sherwin-White
have identified of miracle accounts that appear two
generations after the lifetime of the eyewitnesses, the
alleged miracle accounts in the Hadith stand in question.
Moreover, the Hadith accounts seem to also go against the
spirit of Muhammad in the Qur’an who repeatedly refused to
perform miracles (3:181-84; 4:153; 6:8-9). It 1is also
significant to note that many Muslim scholars such as Sahih
Bukhari, who is considered to be the most reliable collector
of the sayings in the Hadith, believed the vast majority of
the miracle stories to be false.{13}

When pressed to defend the miracles of Muhammad, some point to
Muhammad’s night journey in Sura 19 in which he claims to have
been transported to Jerusalem and then ascended to heaven on
the back of a mule (Sura 17:1). There is no reason to take
this passage as referring to a literal trip to heaven as even
many Muslim scholars do not take it as such. The noted
translator of the Qur’an, Abdullah Yusuf Ali, comments on this
passage, noting that “it opens with the mystic Vision of the
Ascension of the Holy Prophet; he is transported from the
Sacred Mosque (of Mecca) to the Farthest Mosque (of Jerusalem)
at night and shown some of the Signs of God.”{14} Even
according to one of the earliest Islamic traditions,
Muhammad’s wife A’isha reported that “the apostle’s body
remained where it was but God removed his spirit by
night.”{15} Further, even if this were to be understood as a
miracle claim, there 1is no evidence presented to test its



authenticity. Since it lacks testability, it has no apologetic

value.{16}

Another miracle is the prophecy of victory at the Battle of
Badr (Sura 3:123; 8:17). However, it is a stretch to call this
a supernatural miracle. It is common that generals will
predict victory over an enemy army to inspire his troops.
Also, Muhammad did not prophesy his defeat at the Battle of
Uhud a year later.

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam teach that God confirms His
messengers through miracles. The 0ld Testament prophets,
Jesus, and the apostles have the testimony of miracles but
this is lacking in the testimony of Muhammad. The miracle
testimony of Christ affirms that He was more than a prophet.

The Resurrection

The Qur’an rejects the death, burial, and resurrection of
Jesus Christ because Muslims believe that Allah would not
allow His prophet to die such a shameful kind of death. The
Qur’an teaches that Jesus did not die on the cross. Sura
4:157-159 states:

That they said (in boast), ‘We killed Christ Jesus the son of
Mary, the Apostle of God’;-But they killed him not, nor
crucified him, but so it was made to appear to them, and
those who differ therein are full of doubts, with no
(certain) knowledge, but only conjecture to follow, for of a
surety they killed him not:— Nay, God raised him up unto
Himself; and God is exalted in power, wise;—And there 1is none
of the people of the Book but must believe in him before his
death; And on the Day of Judgment He will be a witness
against them.

Muslims believe that Jesus did not die on the cross but
escaped death and was taken up to heaven. The phrase “God



raised him up unto Himself” 1is understood to teach that Jesus
was taken up alive to heaven, never experiencing death. Based
on the phrase, “it was made to appear to them,” orthodox
Muslims have traditionally interpreted this to mean that God
made someone else look like Jesus, and this person was
crucified instead of Christ. There are various views regarding
the identity of this substitute. Candidates include Judas,
Simon of Cyrene, or a teen age boy.

The Bible clearly teaches that Jesus predicted His death and
resurrection (Matt. 26:2; Mk. 10:33; 14:8; Jn. 2:19). The
Bible records the crucifixion, burial, and resurrection of
Christ, which is central to the preaching of the apostles and
to Christianity. The Qur’an and the Gospels cannot be true at
the same time since they present contradictory accounts. One
must examine the historical evidence and determine which
account the evidence supports.

There 1is strong evidence to support the historicity of the
Gospels and the fact that they were written by first century
eyewitnesses or their close associates.{17} We also have
thousands of ancient manuscripts dated as early as the
beginning of the second century, confirming that the Gospels
have been accurately preserved.{18} There are also several
non-Christian Roman and Jewish historical works that affirm
both the death of Christ and that Christians believed He had
risen from the dead. These include the writings of Tacitus,
Thallus, Lucian, Josephus, and the Jewish Talmud.{19} Finally,
the preaching of the death and resurrection of Christ began
just days after His death on the cross, and has been
continuously preached since then for over two thousand years.
This account was proclaimed from the beginning, not
generations after the resurrection.

The Qur’an’s account is not built on historical evidence but
rather a commitment to Muslim theology. There 1is little
historical evidence to support the Qur’an in its denial of the
crucifixion and resurrection and its assertion that someone



else took Jesus’ place on the cross. To support their view,
Muslims often appeal to the “Lost Gospels.” These are the
Gnostic Gospels such as the Gospel of Judas and others.
However, these have proven to be non-apostolic works, written
centuries after the life of the apostles. They are not
regarded as historically accurate and were written by Gnostics
attempting to refashion Jesus in their image.{20}

The death and resurrection of Christ is one of the most
reliably recorded events in ancient history. The historical
evidence strongly favors the Gospel account. Therefore, the
Qur’an would be in error, and its inspiration must, therefore,
be questioned.

Conclusion

As we have studied, the Qur’an and the Bible present contrary
views on the nature and life of Christ. The Qur’an rejects the
deity of Christ and the death and resurrection of Christ. The
Qur’an presents stories regarding the infancy of Christ that
are contrary to the New Testament and rely on Gnostic
apocryphal works as its source. The Qur’an rejects major
doctrines and events recorded in the Bible. Since the
historical evidence upholds the Gospels, the perfection and
inspiration of the Qur’an is 1in question since its teachings
contradict major doctrines and events taught in the New
Testament.

That being said, from a survey of the Qur’an, one should
realize that even in the Qur’an, Jesus 1is greater than
Muhammad. First, Jesus’ titles in the Qur'an are greater.
Despite rejecting the deity of Christ, the Qur’an gives Jesus
several honorary titles. He is given the titles of Messiah,
the Word of God, the Spirit of God (Sura 4:169-71), the Speech
of Truth (Sura 19:34-35), a Sign unto Men, and Mercy from God
(Sura 19:21). Although these titles may refer to deity in
Christian theology, Muslims do not equate these titles in the



same way.

Second, Jesus’ miracles in the Qur’an are greater, for the
Qur’an affirms several miraculous aspects of Christ’s life.
The Qur’an affirms the virgin birth of Christ (Sura 19:16-21;
3:37-45). The Qur’an also affirms that Christ performed
miracles (Sura 3:37-45; 43: 63-65). The Qur’an also affirms
the prophethood of Christ (19:29-31). The Qur’an also affirms
that Christ did not die but was raised up to heaven by God
(4:158; 19:33). In contrast, according to the Qur’an, there is
very little, if anything, supernatural regarding the life of
Muhammad.

Even in the Qur’an, Jesus lived a life that is much more
extraordinary than Muhammad. Since this is evident in the
Qur’an, it would be wise for all Muslims to study the life of
Jesus in the Bible. Not only is the Bible an accurate
historical record, but it is a text that Muhammad encouraged
Muslims to study (Sura 10:94; 2:136; 4:163; 5:56; 5:68;
35:31). Muhammad believed the Bible in the sixth century AD
was accurate. We have many ancient New Testaments that predate
the sixth century. Examples include the Chester Beatty Papyri
(AD 250), Codex Vaticanus (AD 325 — 350), Codex Sinaiticus (AD
340), Codex Alexandrinus (AD 450), the Latin Vulgate (fourth
century AD), and Syriac New Testament (AD 508). From these we
can be assured that we have accurate copies of the New
Testament that predate the sixth century.

I encourage all Muslims, therefore, to read the New Testament
and learn what it says about Jesus Christ. One will soon
discover that He was more than a prophet; He was indeed the
unique Son Of God.
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