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IS CHRISTIANITY TRUE BEYOND A REASONABLE DOUBT?

Lesson #8: The Truth That God Has Come (Jesus Christ): The Reliability of the NT Documents (cont’d)

B. The Reliability of the Authors

1. Are the Gospels “Party Documents,” Pieces of Propaganda? 

Many have suggested that the Gospels cannot be taken at their face value.  It is maintained that they are highly biased documents based on traditions so suspect that they are nearly worthless as historical evidence.  Others have claimed that their bias derives from the fact that they are “insider” documents, reflecting “party interests” and propaganda.  

a. They are not “disinterested” history.

It is true that the Gospels are not simple objective records of fact.  They do have a “point of view;” the authors were deeply committed proponents of the Christian cause.  They wrote, not simply to provide information about the Christian movement, but also to persuade their readers to accept Jesus as the Christ. They make no attempt to hide this aim and “interest.”  The two clearest statements in the Gospels about their authors’ own intentions suggest that history and theology both played important roles:

(1) Luke 1:1-4

 Luke’s prologue indicates that he is writing to persuade one regarding the “truth.”  He is not a dispassionate disinterested historian.  He presents himself as a careful historian, one who has independently investigated the facts, but he explicitly is aiming to persuade. He is clearly making truth claims, making a case.    This “truth” of which Luke seeks to persuade his reader is that Jesus is the Savior of mankind.   He is theologically as well as historically motivated.  
(2) John 20:30-31

Similarly, John’s intent is to convince that “Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in his name.”  This language marks out Luke and John as both historians and theologians, historians and evangelists.  This theological “interest” does not require us to believe that the writers were uninterested in history.  Luke, for example, expects to be trusted in the “truth” he records.  

b. But they are reliable histories.

The historian, evaluating the Gospels, will certainly take this “interest” into account.  But why should this be taken to exclude an accurate account of what Jesus said and did?  Is it seriously being suggested that the only way to bring out the virtues and significance of one’s hero is to misrepresent the facts?  To suggest that “insider” documents must be set aside because they necessarily must misrepresent, would require the rejection of almost all biographies, and all reports by people closely associated with any movement about which they might write.  Historians don’t operate this way in regard to other materials.  When proper allowance has been made for the writer’s bias, he is still accepted as a source of historical information unless it can be shown that he has either accidentally or deliberately falsified the record. “Personal involvement” is not sufficient reason to assume that he has done so.  

2. Are the Gospels Mythologized Elaborations of Historical Events? 

The modern theory that the church embellished the memory traditions regarding Jesus during the 20-30 years of “oral transmission” between the death of Jesus and the writing of the first Gospel so that what came to be written was a “mythologized” version of Jesus’ career , distorted by the influence of so-called “faith” (myth), is unacceptable for several reasons.  

a. Not enough time for “mythologization.”

In the first place, the time interval between Jesus’ career and the Gospel record of it is too brief (30 years) to allow communal editing by the church of the traditions regarding Jesus.  In addition, the theory ignores the controlling role over the tradition which the eyewitnesses would play.  There would certainly have been an outcry of protest if the traditions were revised and reworked in the way “form critics” believe.  There is no record or even hint of a controversy of this kind in the early church.  There was plenty of controversy over other matters, but not over the accuracy of the story of Jesus.  

b. No evidence of “accretions” or “misty memories.” 

Further, the theory ignores the fact that where comparable traditions regarding Jesus which have been transmitted over different time intervals, there is no evidence that the Gospel stories grow by accretion over the years (compare Mark, 60 A.D., with Luke or Matthew, assuming for argument’s sake the critics’ late date for them). The theory also ignores the fact that the ancient rabbinic method of teaching was by exact memorization of tradition.  The alleged “misty memories” of the Gospels’ authors after an interval of 30 years between the events and their recording is simply unfounded.  Not only was memorization the method of education in rabbinical schools, but the miraculous events over several years of Jesus’ life would have left an indelible imprint on the minds of the eyewitnesses and the many eyewitnesses would remind and cross-check one another. 
c. Early notes and records 

Finally, the theory ignores the fact that there were many early written notes and records of Jesus’ life pre-dating Luke’s effort at writing a Gospel (see Luke 1:1-4).  These, too, would exercise a controlling influence on the tradition.

3. Do the Gospel Writers Contradict One Another? 

a. Differences but not contradictions.

The first three Gospels are so much in agreement that they are called the Synoptic Gospels.  There are differences of order and perspective between them as well.  But once it is recognized that these Gospels are not slavish followers of one another, but present independent theological emphases and perspectives along with their agreements, the careful interpreter will not exaggerate these differences into contradictions.  Similarly, the differences in the order of the stories narrated will cause no difficulty once it is seen that none of the writers have claimed to tell the story in exact chronological sequence.  In fact, there is good evidence that the Gospel writers organize their materials topically or thematically to suit their theological purpose and perspective.  

b. The Gospel of John supplemental to the Synoptics. 

The relationship of the Gospel of John to the first three Gospels has been pointed to as raising historical difficulties for the Jesus-story.  Regardless of how one views this relationship, it is abundantly clear that each is necessary to understand the other.  John appears to answer many questions raised by the Synoptic Gospels.  At the same time, the differences from the Synoptic Gospels raise questions as well.  These include omissions, additions, style of presentation, and historical and chronological problems.  These differences are best explained by the observation that the Gospel of John was written last and as supplementary to the Synoptic Gospels.  This explains why certain materials not in the Synoptic Gospels were added and why certain events and stories were omitted.  The latter were assumed to be well known and were simply presupposed. 

(1) Difference of style

The different style of presentation may be due to a more sophisticated readership for the Gospel of John or it may reflect a variant teaching style of Jesus that the Synoptics neglected but that John now brings out.  Once these factors are taken into account, the portrait of Jesus the Teacher in John and the Synoptics may not be as different as alleged.  
(2) Historical and chronological tensions.

The historical and chronological differences from the Synoptic are not insuperable.  Plausible solutions have been suggested for most of these difficulties.  The Gospel of John also helps to complete chronologically the outline the Synoptics Gospels give of Jesus’ public ministry.  John alone indicates that Jesus had a Judean ministry before the Galilean ministry narrated by the Synoptic Gospels.  Also, John alone makes it clear that Jesus’ ministry lasted for several years, not just a single year as the Synoptic Gospel narrative might be taken to imply.  John’s narrative is supplementary, not contradictory.  

4. Hasn’t the Church Arbitrarily Rejected the So-Called Apocryphal Gospels?

Outside the New Testament various apocryphal Gospels present additional teachings and deeds of Jesus. But none of these extra-canonical writings can be shown to date from before the mid-second century and contain nothing, or very little of historical worth.  They certainly in no way impugn the trustworthiness of the first century New Testament Gospels and in most instances show dependence upon them.  Some of them are clearly legendary attempts to fill in the “gaps” in the Gospel record such as stories about Jesus infancy, his youth, an alleged “descent into hell,” additional details about his resurrection acts and conversations, etc. Many come from Gnostic circles and claim to reveal secret teachings of Christ.  Alleged “sayings of Jesus” contained in the so-called Gospel of Thomas really show dependence upon and inferiority to those of the Synoptic Gospels.  Some other such “Gospels” from an early period include: The Dialogue of the Savior (2nd c. Coptic Gnostic document), The Gospel of the Egyptians (Gnostic fragment, 2nd c.), The Apocryphon of James (2nd c.Coptic Gnostic), The Secret Gospel of Mark (fragment of a 2nd c. heretical Gospel allegedly attested by Clement of Alexandria), The Gospel of Peter (Docetic early 2nd c.), The Gospel of the Hebrews (lost, 2nd c. Jewish-Christian), Acts of John (3rd c.), Gospel of the Nazoreans (lost 2nd c. Jewish-Christian), Gospel of the Ebionites (lost 2nd c. Jewish-Christian), The Protevangelium of James (mid 2nd c. Egyptian), The Infancy Gospel of Thomas (2nd c.Gnostic); The Epistula Apostolorum (mid-late 2nd c.), The Acts of Pilate (2nd-3rd c.), etc.
Irenaeus (180 A.D.)—refers to “an unspeakable number of apocryphal and spurious writings, which they themselves [i.e., heretics] had forged to bewilder the minds of the foolish” (Adv. haer. i.20.1)

A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, eds. Ante-Nicene Library—though the apocryphal gospels offer us “curious glimpses of the state of the Christian conscience, and of modes of thought in the first centuries of our era, the predominant impression which they leave on our minds is a profound sense of the immeasurable superiority, the unapproachable simplicity and majesty, of the Canonical Writings.” 
