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Smn.: Are the Gospels Real History?

Scott Ashley

July 19, 2014
Good morning/afternoon, everyone.

Do we know that the gospels are true and accurate records? We’re investing many hours studying them, and we’re basing our lives on what they say to us. So are they true and accurate? Do they talk about a real man, Jesus of Nazareth, whom the authors believed to be the Son of God, the prophesied Messiah and God in the flesh, or are the Gospels simply made-up stories?

In the last sermon I started off with quotes from two notable scholars, Bart Ehrman and Richard Dawkins. And there are many others like them; I just chose these two because they are two of the currently better-known of Bible critics. Here are their opinions of the Gospels.

From Bart Ehrman, former minister wannabe who now thinks the Gospels are fiction:

“Some books, such as the Gospels, … had been written anonymously, only later to be ascribed to certain authors who probably did not write them (apostles and friends of the apostles).”

—Bart Ehrman, Jesus, Interrupted (2011), pp. 101‐02.
And from Richard Dawkins, famous atheist and proponent of evolution:
“The gospels are not reliable accounts of what happened in the history of the real world. All were written long after the death of Jesus, and also after the epistles of Paul, which mention almost none of the alleged facts of Jesus’ life.”

“Nobody knows who the four evangelists were, but they almost certainly never met Jesus personally.”

Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (2006)
Are they correct? Is there a way to know for sure, or to meet a legal standard, beyond reasonable doubt? 
Today I’d like to set forth a trilemma—a trilemma is a dilemma with three parts.

That trilemma is this: Who were the Gospel writers?
Broken down logically, we have 3 possibilities:

1) Deceivers,  2) Dupes, or  3) Direct Witnesses (and those in contact with direct witnesses)
· Either what the authors of the Gospels said was true or it was false. 
· If it was true, we have the word of some direct witnesses. 
· If it was false, either they knew that it was false (deceivers) or they did not (dupes).
So if we eliminate the last two possibilities, we are left with only the first possibility—that the Gospels are true, and we have the word of direct witnesses and those in contact with direct witnesses. 
If we were to try to examine the evidence objectively to see whether these accounts are credible, how would we do that? The logical way would be to approach it as we would any other ancient works to assess its historical credibility. And that would be to examine the material internally and externally. What does that mean?
That means we would examine the material itself—the four Gospel accounts—to see if there was an overall consistency between them. Do they describe the same events? Do they agree with one another? Are they consistent, or do they disagree with each other? 

Are there undesigned coincidences? We talked about that for an entire sermon last time. If you missed that, you can go back and listen to that to see how the four Gospels interlock and intersect with one another.

Agreement with other verifiable history—does it agree with other facts that we know and can verify? If it doesn’t, we can throw it out—that’s very simple. If it’s not truthful with facts we otherwise know to be true from other sources, we can throw it out. 

Attributions of authorship—how do we tell it was written by the authors to whom these were attributed? We check the attribution, see how far back it goes and see how widespread it was.

Early use in other works—to be used, they have to be there to be quoted by others. They have to be recognized as credible by other authors who are quoting or referring to these works. 

So how do the Gospels stack up? When it comes to consistency, we see remarkable consistency among the four Gospels. We have the harmony of the Gospels that proves that. We’ve seen some of it already, how the various accounts mesh together to tell a complete story. So we can check this first one off, and we’ll be seeing more and more of that consistency in the Gospels in the coming months and years ahead.

As for undesigned coincidences, last time we went through a number of undesigned coincidences—situations where the different Gospel writers sometimes included and sometimes excluded bits of information from their accounts. We went through a dozen examples showing that Matthew, Mark, Luke and John were not copying from each other or making things up, but instead were independent witnesses of the things that they wrote about. And this is what real history is made of—real people writing about real events. 

And there are more than those I covered last time. As I showed last time, one or two might be chance. But when you have five or six or nine or 10 or a dozen, it’s no longer a matter of chance. You’re dealing not with forgeries, but with real events and real history written by real people. So we can check that off our list.

Another point that I should have mentioned in that sermon last time is that at no time was I appealing to faith alone or theology alone or quoting scriptures from the Bible stating that it is God’s Word. Instead, what I gave you was sound historical evidence that the Gospel writers were independently recording actual events that they were familiar with or witnessed firsthand. I didn’t ask you to take it on faith, But simply to look at the evidence. And we’ll continue with that theme today—looking at the evidence alone to see if it is accurate and believable.

This is not to say that faith is not important. It certainly is important. My purpose in giving the last sermon and today’s sermon is to demonstrate that our belief in God’s Word isn’t simply a matter of blind faith alone, but that there are sound reasons and sound historical evidence for believing what we do. And consequently our faith should be strengthened by those things and rock-solid in the face of the various attacks against the Bible that arise on a regular basis.

So now, what about external tests? How do the Gospels agree with other verifiable history and what we know from archaeology? I’ve been bringing out some of these things as we go through the Gospels and come across events and places and people where archaeology and history verify what we see in the Gospels. I want to take some time now to give an overview of how the Gospels agree with other verifiable history and vice-versa. This is just a brief overview. There are entire books on the subject, with more being learned and uncovered all the time.
First, let’s list Individuals in the Gospels confirmed by archaeology and history 

Annas, high priest  

Augustus Caesar, emperor of Rome  

Archelaus, ruler of Judea after Herod

Caiaphas, high priest  

Herod the Great  

Herod Antipas  

James, half-brother of Jesus  

Jesus Christ  

John the Baptist  

Philip, tetrarch of Galilee

Pontius Pilate, procurator of Judea  

Quirinius, governor of Syria  

Tiberius Caesar, emperor of Rome
What kind of evidence do we have of these individuals? For rulers we have things like coins and statues. But for lesser-known persons we have things like this:

Caiaphas ossuary reading “Joseph son of Caaiaphas”—discovered in 1990.
Pontius Pilate inscription reading (reconstructed) “To the Divine Augusti this temple Pontius Pilatus prefect of Judea has dedicated this.” This was discovered just over 50 years ago, in 1961.
James ossuary reading “James son of Joseph brother of Jesus”—mentions both James and Jesus, announced in 2002 although it was discovered sometime in the 1960s. Subject of great debate and a lengthy trial, but most scientists who have examined it have concluded that it is genuine.

Now let’s look at Structures in the Gospels confirmed by archaeology and history 
Consider this topic for a moment. We would expect some famous people like those named above to be mentioned in books, to have statues carved of them, to see them mentioned in inscriptions. But what about specific buildings and structures? How many of those are ever mentioned in books, identified in inscriptions and otherwise recorded for posterity? Not a whole lot. And of course, time destroys all of them eventually. But it’s remarkable how many individual buildings and structures mentioned in the Gospels archaeologists have found evidence for today. Here’s a list:

Bethesda Pool (Jerusalem) 
Capernaum synagogue
Gerazim temple (Samaria)
Herod’s Temple (Jerusalem)

High priest’s palace (Jerusalem)
Jacob’s well (Samaria)

Peter’s house (Capernaum)

Praetorium (Jerusalem)

Siloam Pool (Jerusalem)

Let’s see some photos of these, starting with the Bethesda Pool. And this is one of my favorite stories from archaeology. Where is this mentioned in the Gospels?
John 5:2—
2  Now there is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate [on the north side of the Temple Mount, so called because the sheep for sacrifices were brought in through this gate] a pool, which is called in Hebrew, Bethesda, having five porches.
For years people wondered about this—was this a five-sided pool, shaped like the Pentagon? No one had ever seen anything like that, so they doubted this and assumed John made it up. In 1964, 50 years ago, archaeologists excavating north of the Sheep Gate found this. It looks like a mess, and it is, because a church was built on top of a Roman temple, which was built on top of some first-century pools. But when they isolated the first-century pools, what did they look like? They looked like this model of the pools. How many porches were there? Five (count ‘em). So John was shown to be totally correct. 
Keep in mind that Jerusalem was completely razed by the Romans in 70 A.D., so thoroughly destroyed that Josephus said you could walk by and never know a city had been there. So if the Gospels were written later by someone who was making it all up, how would he know that a five-sided pool was buried underneath the rubble of a destroyed city on the north side of the Temple Mount? Obviously no one would’ve known that except an eyewitness.

Capernaum synagogue (4 photos) explain about limestone synagogue built in fourth century on top of foundations of first-century synagogue dating to Jesus’ time. I’ve talked about this before, so won’t go through all that again.

Gerazim temple (Samaria—mentioned in the incident of the Samaritan woman at the well) (2 photos)

Herod’s Temple (Jerusalem—mentioned many times) (3 photos)

High priest’s palace (Jerusalem—where Jesus was taken to be questioned by priests and Sanhedrin before he was crucified) (4 photos)

Jacob’s well (Samaria—where Jesus met the Samaritan woman at the well) (2 photos)

Peter’s house (Capernaum—where Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law) (2 photos, talked about before)

Praetorium (Jerusalem, where Jesus was brought before Pontius Pilate and questioned) (2 photos)

Siloam Pool (Jerusalem, where Jesus put mud on the eyes of the blind man and told him to go and wash in the Pool of Siloam) (2 photos—this was discovered less than 10 years ago, in 2005!)
Now let’s look at Cities and towns in the Gospels confirmed by archaeology 

Don’t worry, I’m not going to show you pictures of all of these. Most are in ruins and there’s not much to see. I just want to show you this list to make a point. The cities and towns mentioned in the Gospels that have been identified through history and archaeology are as follows:

Aenon

Bethany

Bethlehem

Bethphage

Bethsaida

Caesarea Philippi

Capernaum

Cana

Chorazin

Decapolis (multiple cities)
Emmaus

Gadara 

Gennesaret

Gerasa

Gethsemane

Jericho

Jerusalem

Magdala 

Nain

Nazareth

Nineveh

Sidon

Sychar

Tiberias

Tyre

(80 percent of cites and towns mentioned in the Gospels have been found and identified—only seven mentioned have not been identified yet!)
Again, keep in mind that 2,000 years have passed and a number of these were destroyed by the Romans almost 2,000 years ago. So to be able to identify this many is truly remarkable and demonstrates again that the Gospel writers knew what they were talking about and were very familiar with the places mentioned in the Gospels. You just don’t get that kind of accuracy if you’re making up the story years later or are living somewhere else.
Arimathea  Bethabara  Bethany beyond the Jordan  Ephraim  Gomorrah  Salim  Sodom

Next let’s notice Details in the Gospels proven correct by history and archaeology
This isn’t an exhaustive list. I just jotted down some things as they came to me. Notice all the things the Gospel writers get right:

Geography—going up to Jerusalem, going up from Capernaum and down to Sea of Galilee (talked about some previously)
Where different people lived—Samaritans, zealots, priests, gentiles, etc. (talked about some previously)
Construction methods—roof of house in Capernaum (talked about extensively previously)

(We’ll talk about some of these other things as we come across them in the Gospels.) 

Climate and weather—sudden storms on Sea of Galilee
Crops, vegetation—when the grass was green in Galilee, when various harvests took place, which plants grew where
Agricultural practices reflected in parables
Fishing practices, even types of nets used

Jobs, trades and occupations

Clothing (inner garment, outer robe or cloak, sandals)
Roads, travel routes (through Samaria, through Jordan Valley, up to Jerusalem)
Food, diet and dining customs

Religious practices like ritual washing

Customs of Pharisees

Crucifixion methods

Burial practices

Again, these are just things I jotted down as they came to me. We could probably add a lot more to this list with more thought.

There was one other item I wanted to add to this list and that is the value of coins and how that relates to the time setting of the Gospels. We’re all familiar with inflation and how the value of a given unit of money changes over time. A dollar today isn’t worth what a dollar was 50 years ago, or 20, or 10, or even one year ago. That’s called inflation—it changes the value of money over time. This was true of the money of the Roman Empire, too. In Rome I’ve visited a museum that’s devoted entirely to Roman money, and it has exhibits showing how the Roman emperors devalued their coins to pay for government spending. How does that relate to the Gospels?
Is there a way to know that the time setting of the Gospels is correct—namely in the late 20s to early 30s A.D.—by considering the value of the money? If you were inventing the Gospels and writing them a century or so later, would you know what an average day’s wages would be? How many of you know what an average day’s wage would be for an American worker 100 years ago, in 1914? Could you guess it right? Let’s notice something in Matthew 20:1-2—
1 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.

2 “Now when he had agreed with the laborers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his vineyard.”

So we see here that a denarius was a day’s wage when Jesus gives this parable. Here’s what a denarius looks like. If you were writing this from somewhere else a hundred years later, how would you know what a day’s wage would be? They had inflation then, too, as the Roman emperors debased their currency to finance government overspending. Can we know from other sources what a day’s wage was? Yes we can. 
The Roman historian Tacitus, in his Annals 1.17, describes a speech to some Roman soldiers in AD 14 in which it is suggested that they deserve a fair wage. What wage is mentioned? A denarius a day. So from a Roman historian we know that a denarius was considered a fair day’s wage in the early decades of the first century—exactly what we see in the Gospels. 

While we’re talking about dates for Christ’s ministry, do we have other evidence that places Jesus Christ’s ministry in the late 20s to early 30s A.D.? In the last sermon we talked about undesigned coincidences, and I mentioned there were a number of others we didn’t have time to cover. And we do have another undesigned coincidence describing the beginning years of the ministries of John the Baptizer and Jesus Christ. 
Luke 3:1—“In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar . . . the word of God came to John the son of Zechariah in the wilderness.” This is describing the time setting for the beginning of John’s ministry.

· Tiberius began to reign in the year AD 12, and he became sole emperor at the death of Augustus in AD 14. Coins indicate that his reign was dated from the earlier year.
· Calculating from the earlier date, John the Baptist probably began his ministry in AD 27.
Can we correlate this to anything else that gives us a date in the Gospels? Yes, we can.
John 2:20—[Setting is Jesus cleansing the temple shortly after beginning His ministry] “The Jews then said, ‘It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?’”
· Herod the Great began construction of the Temple in about 18 B.C.
· Calculating from this day, Jesus’ first confrontation in the Temple, near the beginning of His public ministry, probably took place in the spring of A.D. 28, after John began his ministry the preceding year.
Did Luke and John, neither of whom mentions the other date, conspire with each other to coordinate these dates, with Luke stating the date matter-of-factly and John putting these words into the mouths of people angry at Jesus for cleansing the temple? No, that makes no logical sense. Again, these are real fact by real people recording real history.
Now we’re going to leap forward in time. We’ve been looking at the period of the Gospels themselves from about 4 B.C. to the early 30s. The Gospels themselves are then written several decades later in the late 50s or early 60s A.D. There are very few surviving histories from the first century, and basically the only large surviving Roman works from this time are a manual on agriculture and a comedy from a friend of Nero’s and a few other miscellaneous works, none of which we would expect to find any mention of Christianity or Jesus Christ. However, we do find a few surviving non-Christian Roman works from early in the second century. Let’s see what they say. These include:

· Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus, Roman court official, writing ~A.D. 120
· Lives of the First Twelve Caesars, Claudius, 25
· Pliny the younger, ruler in north-central Turkey, writing ~A.D. 120
· Letters 10.96.7
· Tacitus, Roman historian, writing ~A.D. 115
· Annals 15.44
Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus, writing around 120 A.D., writes that the emperor Claudius "banished the Jews from Rome, who were continually making disturbances, Chrestus [Christ] being their leader" (Lives of the First Twelve Caesars: Life of Claudius). 
Claudius reigned from 41 to 54. At this point the Romans didn’t see any difference between Jews and Christians, so Claudius apparently expelled them all. But what’s significant is that a number of the Jews in Rome had become followers of “Chrestus,” which seems to be a misspelling of “Christus,” the Latinized form of “Christ.” So we see that apparently by the year 50 or so there were a significant number of Christians in Rome and this was leading to conflict with the Roman authorities—exactly why, we’re not told. 

This expulsion of the Jews from Rome is mentioned in Acts 18:2—
And he [Paul] found a certain Jew named Aquila, born in Pontus, who had recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla (because Claudius had commanded all the Jews to depart from Rome); and he came to them.
Then around A.D. 120, we have Pliny the Younger, in north-central Turkey, writing to the emperor Trajan, requesting advice on how to deal with Christians who refused to reverence Caesar's image. Pliny noted that these Christians met regularly and sang hymns 'to Christ as if to a god' (Letters 10:96.7). Several things are interesting about this. First, that there are a considerable number of them in northern Asia Minor, and second, that they meet together and sings hymns to Christ as if He were a god. This shows that they considered Jesus Christ to be divine. 

The most thorough information we have from this period from a Roman writer is from Publius (or Gaius) Cornelius Tacitus, a Roman senator and historian, who was born around A.D. 56 and wrote his works early in the second century. Being a historian, he writes about the fire of Rome in A.D. 64. Notice what he says:
“Consequently, to get rid of the report [that Nero himself had started the fire], Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome, . . .”
“An arrest was first made of all who pleaded guilty [to being Christians]; then, upon their information, a vast multitude was convicted, not so much of the crime of firing the city, as of hatred against mankind.”
So what do we learn from this account from Tacitus about conditions in Rome in 64 A.D.? Keep in mind that Tacitus is no friend of Christians. He thinks they are abominable.
· There was a group known as “Christians.”
· Their name came from someone called “Christus” (Latin form of “Christ”).
· He was executed under Pontius Pilate during the reign of Tiberius (A.D. 26-36).
· The Romans thought the Christians believed a “most mischievous superstition.”
· The Christians were much hated and were alleged to perform “abominations.”
· Their movement originated in Judea but spread to Rome.
· By 64, there was a “vast multitude” of them in Rome.
What was the “most mischievious superstition” that the Christians believed? We’re not told. Could it have been that a man was executed by crucifixion and rose from the dead? Or that they believed they also would rise form the dead? Or that their leader would come again as King of a Kingdom that would replace Rome and rule the world? We don’t know, but the terminology is interesting. 

Let’s look at another non-Christian writer, and that is the famous Jewish historian Flavius Josephus. He wrote The Jewish War and Antiquities of the Jews late in the first century. In his Antiquities, Josephus refers to numerous people named in the New Testament, including Jesus, John the Baptist, and James the brother of Jesus.
Born into a priestly family in A.D. 37, Josephus was well educated and commanded a Jewish detachment in Galilee during the Jewish revolt of 66-70 until his capture by the Romans. At the end of the war he went to Rome with the Roman general Titus, where he lived and wrote until his death about A.D. 100.
Here is what Josephus writes about John the Baptizer:
"Herod, who feared lest the great influence John had over the people might put it into his power and inclination to raise a rebellion, . . . thought it best, by putting him to death, to prevent any mischief he might cause . . . Accordingly he was sent a prisoner, out of Herod's suspicious temper, to Macherus, . . . and was there put to death" (Antiquities, 18:5:2).
We’ll talk more about this when we get to that point in the Gospels studies. 

Here is what Josephus writes about James, half-brother of Jesus:
“Festus was now dead, and Albinus was but upon the road; so he [Ananias, the high priest] assembled the sanhedrin of the judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James, and some others [or some of his companions;] and when he had formed an accusation against them as breakers of the law, he delivered them to be stoned . . .”  (Antiquities, 20:9:1).

So here we have two major figures of the New Testament, John the Baptizer and James, the half-brother of Jesus, mentioned by a Jewish historian later that same century. What does Josephus say about Jesus? 
Josephus on Jesus in Antiquities 18.3.3 
Now there was about this 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 over to him both many of the Jews and many of the Gentiles. He was Christ. And when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him; for he appeared to them alive again the third day; as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him. And the tribe of Christians, so named from him, are not extinct at this day.

While many scholars dispute parts or all of the passage, it is quoted as above by the historian Eusebius as early as A.D. 315 and appears this way in all the earliest copies of his works. But the underlined portions are very odd for a Jewish writer who isn’t a Christian. Most scholars agree that the underlined portions were added sometime in the second or third century by a scribe copying this work, and these underlined parts aren’t the words of Josephus. I’d have to agree. Supporting this is an Arabic version of this was published in 1971 and it reads like this:
“At this time there was a wise man who was called Jesus, and his conduct was good, and he was known to be virtuous. And many people from among the Jews and the other nations became his disciples. Pilate condemned him to be crucified and to die. And those who had become his disciples did not abandon their loyalty to him. They reported that he had appeared to them three days after his crucifixion, and that he was alive. Accordingly they believed that he was the Messiah, concerning whom the Prophets have recounted wonders.”
This leaves out the parts about Jesus working miracles, that he was the Messiah, that He was foretold by the prophets before Him, and that He was raised from the dead. It would appear that this Arabic-language manuscript was copied from what Josephus originally wrote before a scribe added his own thoughts to the text. Most scholars think something like this happened—that Josephus originally wrote about Jesus, but a later scribe dressed it up with his own opinions. 
So in conclusion, what do we see? As we saw earlier, there are three possibilities: 
The Gospel writers are either:
1) Deceivers,  2) Dupes, or  3) Direct Witnesses (and those in contact with direct witnesses)
· Either what the authors of the Gospels said was true or it was false. 

· If it was true, we have the word of some direct witnesses. 

· If it was false, either they knew that it was false (deceivers) or they did not (dupes).
When we look at the historical credibility, what do we see?
We see great overall consistency between the Gospels. They describe the same events. They agree with one another. They are consistent. They tell the same story through four different sets of eyes. 

Are there undesigned coincidences? Again, we talked about that for an entire sermon last time. Clearly the four Gospels interlock and intersect with one another in ways that prove they are four independent and accurate records telling one complete story.

What about agreement with other verifiable history? Does it agree with other facts that we know and can verify? As we have seen today, absolutely—and in many ways we have just scratched the surface. The Gospels are true and the authors aren’t dupes or deceivers. They record for us an amazing story of our Savior, Messiah, Teacher, Lord, Master and Coming King of Kings. We’ll cover more as we continue with our studies of the Gospels. 
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