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The question — Did Jesus really live? — has been vigorously debated for
many years but as yet no single conclusive answer has been reached. It
is doubtful, barring the discovery of hidden documents, that a final and 
universally acceptable answer will ever be given. For there is at best 
only a distressing paucity of data on the life of Jesus that allows for 
any amount of imaginative interpretation but provides little if any 
foundation for an objective description of his life. The very fact that so 
little is known about Jesus makes possible the endless number of books 
and so-called lives that are written about him. The restrictions of 
verifiable knowledge that enter into the writing of a biography of 
Lincoln or Napoleon or Ghandi are largely lacking in writing about Jesus 
and the imaginations of authors sometimes run riot without discipline 
and without fear of censure. This does not mean that biographies of 
Jesus may not have value but it does mean that any of these biographies
reveal far more about the author and the role played by Jesus in his
imagination than it reveals about Jesus and the role he played as an 
actual historical figure.

The paucity of verifiable knowledge about Jesus has led a number of 
sincere and conscientious scholars to the conclusion that Jesus never 
existed, that he never was a historical individual, but only a creation of 
fancy. This conclusion when first expressed in Germany, France,
England, and America created a furore. It still shocks the orthodox 
believer by playing havoc with the supernaturalism that is so much a 
part of his outlook and by eliminating the central figure in the imagined 
scheme of salvation. Without the supernatural there can be no divine 
son who was a mediator between God and sinful man, and without the 
historical Jesus there can be no convincing argument that man is saved 
through a savior god that came to earth and took on human form and was 
sacrificed and then returned to heaven. The conclusion is not quite so 
shocking to the semi-liberals since they have already rejected a good 
deal of the crude supernaturalism of orthodoxy and are not unaware of 
the results of Biblical criticism. But, they are not happy with a view 
that rejects the existence of Jesus as a human being and thereby 
eliminates the idealization of him as a model of virtue and a standard of 
morality. They find it hard enough to relinquish the supernaturalism 
that clusters about Jesus and join with the orthodox in opposing a view 
that limits the worth of Jesus or holds that he did not exist. For 
humanists it should be no problem to follow the evidence wherever it
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leads. Without any emotional ties to the orthodox scheme of salvation, 
and without any idealized picture of the perfection of a human Jesus we 
do not find our world view threatened or our ethics undermined even 
when critical study leads to the conclusion that Jesus was purely 
mythical. If the evidence in that direction is convincing there is nothing 
to do but accept it. Certainly we can never join in the denunciation of 
any critical investigation of the life of Jesus as being nothing but an 
evidence of atheism. We can only sympathize with Reimarus who two 
centuries ago dissented from the established creeds but did not dare to 
publish his findings during his lifetime for fear of public condemnation. 
We can only respect Lessing who gave those findings to the world and 
thereby suffered a storm of anger, just as we respect David Friedrich 
Strauss who because of his dissenting views was "hounded from every 
professorship in Germany until he died of a broken heart". Just as we 
respect Renan who because of his a /  /ayHF was almost buried under 
an avalanche of invective of the vilest sort. Such men were not self 
seeking sensationalists and whether right or wrong, or convincing or 
unconvincing in their conclusions, they deserve as much respect as 
Galileo, Newton, or Servitus in their exercise of critical judgement and 
their attempt to bring a prejudiced area of human interest under the 
light of reasoned scrutiny.

When we turn to the evidence for Jesus we find as Fite says that "it lies 
in a pocket by itself, isolated from the field of general history." What 
we have is the story coming from the early Christians themselves and 
found in the New Testament. There is little if anything in non-Christian 
writings that gives independent support to the story. The Jewish 
historian Josephus dealing with Jewish history from 170 B.C. to A.D. 73 
makes no mention of Jesus or Christian origins in his W&r. In his
VewMTt AnffgKfffay there is the well known passage "Now about this 
time there arose Jesus, a wise man, if indeed he may be called a man.
For he was a doer of marvellous acts, a teacher of such men as receive 
the truth with delight. And, he won over to himself many Jews and many 
also of the Greek nation. He was the Christ. And when on the indictment 
of the principal men among us Pilate had sentenced him to the cross, 
those who before had loved him did not cease to do so. For he appeared 
to them on the third day alive again, the divinely inspired prophets 
having foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things 
concerning him. And until now the race of Christians so named from 
him, is not extinct." This passage, however, is held by most scholars to 
be a Christian forgery and a later interpolation. As one critic has 
remarked, "if Josephus had written this he would have been a Christian". 
This he was not, as is evidenced by all his writings. Origen, writing in 
the third century, refers to Josephus as "Not believing in Jesus as the 
Christ" which would seem to indicate that the passage was not in the



JewfyA at that time. The Talmud has some references to
Jesus, but in view of the late date at which that part of the Talmud 
which contains these references was compiled, little value can be 
attached to them as independent evidence. They appear much later than 
the Christian literature, and indicate an attempt to counter the Gospel 
tradition. The Jesus referred to is Jesus ben-Pandira, a rather shady 
character, who was supposed to have lived around 100 B.C., who learned 
magic in Egypt, led the people astray, then was stoned to death and 
hanged on the eve of Passover.

Among the Roman writers there are a few references but none has any
value in establishing the historicity of Jesus. The younger Pliny who
was governor of Bithynia in Asia Minor from 111 to 113 A.D. in a letter
to the emperor Trajan Describes the Christians "as in the habit of 
meeting on a fixed day before dawn and singing a hymn to Christ as to a 
god, after which they separate and meet again later for a common meal." 
This letter neither proves nor disproves the historicity of Jesus since 
many people have sung hymns to gods that no one thinks of as historical 
persons. Tacitus, writing about 113 A.D., speaks of the persecution of 
the Christians by Nero in 64 A.D. and goes on to say in his
"Christ, from whom the name has its origin, suffered the extreme
penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of the procurator
Pontius Pilate." There is no indication in this, however, that Tacitus had
any information other than "the popular report of what was said by the 
Christians themselves."

We are left therefore with the New Testament and mainly with the 
Gospels and the Pauline epistles as the source of our information about 
Jesus. But some of these are almost completely useless in giving us any 
information about his life or teachings. The Pauline epistles, even those 
considered authentic, have only passing reference to Jesus as a human 
being. It is said that he was born of the seed of David according to the 
flesh, that he had brothers, that he was killed, and was buried, and arose 
again on the third day and appeared to a large number of persons, 
including Paul himself. Such references are few however and stand in 
strong contrast to the general tone of the epistles. Paul shows an 
almost complete lack of interest in the life and teaching of Jesus. He 
does not refer to his earthly career, he never quotes a single one of his 
teachings, and according to his own admission in Galations, he made no 
attempt after his conversion to get in touch with the immediate 
disciples of Jesus. "If we had only the Pauline Epistles", writes Kirsopp 
Lake, "we might suppose that the teaching of Jesus himself had been 
completely eclipsed by the teaching about him." The Jesus set forth in 
the Pauline epistles is not a human being, but a divine being who was 
crucified and rose again for the salvation of believers. This summery



indifference of Paul to the life and teachings of Jesus is one of the most 
stirring puzzles of the New Testament and is used as one of the main 
arguments in support of the thesis that Jesus never lived. It certainly 
seems strange that Paul, writing twenty years before the first Gospel 
was written, and living himself during the time that Jesus was supposed 
to be living and teaching, should give no details of that life and not a 
single one of the teachings.

For the same reason, the fourth Gospel must in large amount be 
discounted as history about Jesus. This gospel, the gospel of John, is 
the only one that claims to embody the evidence of an eyewitness. The 
claim rests on insufficient grounds, but even so the main theme of the 
account is not the life and teaching of Jesus, but "the word made flesh". 
Here we have a metaphysical-theological exposition similar to that in 
the Pauline epistles and utterly different in emphasis and content from 
what is given in the other three Gospels. The deity and pre-existence of 
Jesus are affirmed in this Gospel alone; the ethical injunctions of the 
other three Gospels are lacking; and Jesus, instead of being portrayed as 
a man of the people, moving about among them, is set forth as an aloof 
part of the godhead, glorifying himself as "the bread of life", "the light 
of the world", "the resurrection and the life", and "the true vine." All 
this is obviously of no value in trying to arrive at a picture of a real 
human being.

So, we are left with the first three Gospels, the so called Synoptic 
Gospels, from the Greek "synopsis" meaning "a common view". Who 
wrote them, we do not know. When they were written, we are not 
certain, although the date for Mark is usually set around 70, for Matthew 
sometime before 125, and for Luke sometime before 150. It was the 
view of the church father Chrysostum (Chris-os-tum) as expressed in 
one of his homilies, that "the agreement among the writers of the four 
Gospels proves their veracity, while their slight and seeming 
differences merely remove any suspicion of collusion." This is not the 
case with the Gospel according to John which is obviously quite 
different in both tone and content from the other three Gospels. Critical 
study over the years has pretty well demolished the view that the other 
three Gospels are independent records that support and confirm one 
another. A good part of their content, nearly 70 percent as measured by 
number of verses, "is made up of passages verbally very nearly or quite 
identical in either two or in three of them", and what is peculiar to them 
is nearly all divided between Matthew and Luke and consists of the 
infancy stories which are rated as "the most obviously legendary things 
in the story of Jesus." So, instead of what at first glance appears to be 
mutual confirmation, must be viewed as a copying from the same source 
or sources. There is no complete agreement about the source of sources.



but the majority of scholarly opinion holds to the view that the gospel 
according to Mark, which is the earliest, was used by Matthew and Luke 
as the source of information about the public career of Jesus, while the 
bulk of his teachings were derived by them from another source of which 
there is no record but which is designated as Q, from the German Quelle, 
meaning "source".

Be that as it may, we are certainly dealing with something less than 
three independent records which mutually support one another. When we 
isolate Mark and Q from the rest of the material we are still faced with 
the question of their historical value. There are certain aspects of the 
story that we must immediately drop as being only fiction. These 
include the birth and infancy stories and the accounts of the Temptation 
and of the Transfiguration and the predictions by Jesus of Peter's denial 
and the manner of his own death — all of which are pervaded with the 
element of the supernatural. Likewise, the miracles as far as the 
happenings are reported to be really miraculous must be discounted as 
fiction. "No five thousand were filled by five loaves and two fishes and 
no leper was made whole if he was really a leper." This, as Fite Says, 
"does not exclude the possibility that a miracle story is a garbled report 
of something that actually happened. It is not easy to cut out the 
miracle without killing the story.

There are other difficulties in the accounts that throw doubt upon their 
historical value. One of these has to do with the town of Nazareth which 
according to all four Gospels was the early home of Jesus, but no such 
town is mentioned in the Old Testament, in Josephus, or in the Talmud. 
The present town of that name can be traced back with certainty only to 
the fourth century A.D. It may be as others have argued that Nazareth 
was only an obscure village in Jesus day, too obscure to be noticed by 
Jewish writers. But, if so, there is a contradiction with the statement 
made by both Matthew and Luke that it is a "city". Along this line the 
use of the name Nazarenes to designate the Christians is not readily 
derived from the traditional home of Jesus. As Archibald Robertson in a 
recent book points out, "it is usually assumed that the name Nazareth is 
derived from the place Nazareth. No other instance is known of a sect 
being called after the home of its founder. No one calls Moslems 
'Meccans' or Lutherans 'Eislebeners'. More remarkable still the 
Mandaeans, a sect in Iraq who revere John the Baptist and reject Jesus 
as a false prophet, never the less call themselves 'Nazoraeans'." The 
name seems to be derived from a Hebrew word nazar meaning to 'keep' or 
'observe' and signifies the observers of some religious usage. Its 
application to the Christians undoubtedly preceded its association with 
a town that only in time came to have religious significance.



Another difficulty relates to the teaching ascribed to Jesus. "All three 
Synoptic Gospels stress its novelty and originality: 'they were 
astonished at his teaching; for he taught them as one having authority'." 
But in Mark where the teaching is given in the form of parables, it is 
clearly stated that it is cast in that form in order to conceal its 
meaning: "that seeing they may see and not perceive, and hearing they 
may hear and not understand." This being the case one wonders why his 
audiences should have been astonished at the novelty and originality of 
his teaching "if its meaning was deliberately concealed from them."
More than that, in Matthew and Luke where the teaching is not confined 
to parables and is given in plain language there is little if anything 
novel and original about it. It agrees with exceptions in the form of 
presentation with the teachings of Jewish teachers before and after, 
and in many cases, agrees almost to the letter. The Golden Rule is a 
rephrasing of Hillel's statement; the two great commandments are 
quoted directly out of the Old Testament; the doctrine of the fatherhood 
of God is commonplace in Judaism, repeated many times and illustrated 
in various ways in the literature of Judaism or were set forth by the 
various Jewish prophets. As far as one can see there is no reason why 
such teaching itself should have caused astonishment in first century 
Palestine or should have involved its author in trouble.

Such conclusions plus our knowledge of the motives that led the early 
Christians to suppress much that did not fit into a developing 
theological system and led them to alter and embellish many of the 
documents in the interest of deifying Jesus, make it extremely difficult 
if not impossible to know just what can be accepted as authentic 
evidence about Jesus. The Swiss scholar, Schmiedel, sought to get 
behind the deification process by looking for passages "which from the 
nature of their contents could not have been invented by anyone who 
believed Jesus to be God". These passages, such as the one in which 
Jesus repudiates the title "good master", and the one in which he 
disclaims knowledge of the day and hour of the coming of the Son of Man, 
are called by Schmiedel "foundation pillars for a truly scientific life of 
Jesus". He points to the manner in which they are altered or suppressed 
in the later Gospels and holds that their existence in the earlier record 
is proof of a historical Jesus who in the progressive rehandling of the 
Gospels is deified. But concerning this historical Jesus there is little 
that is certainly known, except that he claimed to be the Messiah or 
alluded his followers to claim he was the Messiah and was denounced by 
the Jewish priests and crucified by the Roman authorities and that the 
record of his life and death was remodelled in the interest of Pauline 
theology. Likewise, the French scholar, Loisy, sums up the facts about 
Jesus in a few sentences. Jesus was one of "numerous agitators and 
enthusiasts who appeared in Judea" during the early years of the first



century. Originally connected with John the Baptist, he went about 
preaching that the Kingdom of God was at hand. Assuming the role of 
Messiah, he went to Jerusalem and "as a result of some sort of 
disturbance not clearly known, he was arrested by the Roman authorities 
and crucified as a rebel".

It is only a bare outline and the scholars are not agreed on even the few 
details of that. They are agreed in holding to an historical Jesus even 
though little is certainly known about him. The theory of an historical 
Jesus does explain certain things such as the historic setting of the 
Gospel story, the common and repeated tradition of a human Jesus who 
suffered under Pontius Pilate, and refusal of some early Christian 
writers to call him God, and the apparent assumption on the part of 
early critics of Christianity that they were dealing with a man and not a 
m yth.

Other scholars, however, such as Bauer, J. M. Robertson, and Drews have 
held to the theory that Jesus is a myth, that he never really existed but 
was only a mythical savior-god clothed in historical form in the Gospel 
stoiy. They point to the paucity of Christian references to the new 
religion, to the mystical Christ of the Pauline epistles and the almost 
complete silence about a human Jesus on the part of Paul, and they raise 
the question how could the tradition of a divine Jesus be fastened so 
quickly and fully upon a man of flesh and blood "who had nothing in 
common with the subject of the myth except the manner of his death?" 
The myth theory as given classic expression by J. M. Robertson and only 
varied in details by others, holds that Christianity arose out of a 
primitive Jesus or Joshua cult that existed among the Jews. In this cult 
were blended Jewish apocalyptic ideas and the pagan notion of a dying 
and rising divine redeemer. During the first centuiy A.D. the myth of the 
savior god became more completely fused with "the prevalent Jewish 
dream of a deliverer who would put an end to the existing world-order 
and set up the 'Kingdom of God'." The cult began to admit converts by 
baptism in the name of "Joshua the Messiah", which translated into 
Greek became the equivalent of Jesus Christ. The figure of Pilot was 
introduced into the ritual drama as a representative of the hated Romans 
and when the Jewish authorities banned the movement as heretical it 
turned more and more to the Gentiles and became more and more anti- 
Jewish. Propaganda was required and was supplied by the theological 
writings, among them the Pauline epistles and the gospels, which gave 
not the history of an actual man "but the myth of the god-man Jesus 
clothed in historical form."

There is much more to the theory and many subsidiary theses such as 
Mary being identical with a primitive mother-goddess and Jesus being



called the carpenter's son not because his father was a carpenter but 
because he was the son of God who was the architect or builder of the 
universe. But perhaps enough is mentioned to suggest the line of
thought. The theory is not lacking in historical parallels. Other
mythical gods and goddesses have been given a historical setting and
worshipped as though they were real. Certain criticisms and counter
arguments can be raised with regard to the application of the myth 
theory to Christianity. First of all, it may be argued that the paucity of 
non-christian references to Jesus and the new religion is not too 
surprising. It is surprising only as we carry back into the past the 
picture of Christianity as a world religion and the image of Jesus as the 
glorified savior of the world. Amidst the bloody uprisings that fill the 
history of the first century, the episode of Jesus at Jerusalem was brief 
and too inconspicuous to warrant the attention of historians and 
writers. He was only one of many rebels and only one of hundreds who 
were put to death by crucifixion. Christianity in its beginnings was only 
one of many sectarian movements. As it developed it stood in opposition 
to both Judaism and the state religion of Rome. There is some 
indication in the non-Christian references we have that the references 
were not always complimentary to the new religion. There probably 
were many more of these references than we now have but during the 
fourth and fifth centuries when Christianity had become the religion of 
the Empire, "the authorities ruthlessly hunted down and burnt writings 
hostile to the new religion." That in some measure at least explains the 
paucity of non-Christian references to early Christianity.

Again, it may be argued that the lack of reference in the Pauline epistles 
to the life and teachings of Jesus stems from the expectation he had 
along with many others at the time of the speedy second coming of the 
Savior to wind up the affairs of a bankrupt and hopeless world. As
Horace Bridges says, "when men are in a state of tense expectation of a
cosmic transformation-scene it is not to be expected that they shall 
devote themselves anxiously to the collection of data concerning the 
career of one whose earthly life seems to them but a trivial incident in 
the midst of everlastingness." The time was believed to be short and 
Paul was convinced that the second coming would soon occur and his 
main wish was not to center the attention of converts upon the earthly 
existence of Jesus, but upon his death and resurrection.

With regard to the myth theoiy as such, it may be argued that while the
word, Jesus, is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew Joshua, the 
coincidence does not of itself establish any connection between these 
individuals. Jesus was a very common name among the Jews and the 
contention "that Jesus is the perpetuation of a "Joshua deity" needs 
more substantial proof than the mere identity of names. Moreover, there



is no evidence of a Joshua-cult among the Jews and there is no ground 
for regarding Joshua as a savior-god. Certainly in the first century 
Judaism was marked by a lofty kind of monotheism and not by the 
worship of gods and idols. The frequency with which the name Joshua 
was given to sons indicates that Joshua was regarded as a man. "To 
name a Jewish boy after a false god would have been a profanation; to 
name him after the true God would have been a blasphemy."

Again, it may be argued that the myth theory with Jesus conceived of as 
a superhuman being from the first and then given an historical setting in 
the Gospel account is quite opposite to what we find in the progressive 
development of the Gospel story. What we have in the earliest Gospel is 
an account of a human being "with virtually no supernatural attributes" 
and then as one moves on to the later Gospels, which reflect the growth 
of creeds and mythical embellishments we have a transcendental being 
with scarcely a trace of humanity left about him. If the myth theory 
were true one would expect the process to be just the reverse.
Moreover, why would the Christians have invented a story that the 
founder of the new religion had been crucified by the Romans as a 
political offender if there was no need of doing so and if no such stigma 
really attached to the new movement. Why should they have fabricated a 
prophecy that Jesus would return "in the lifetime of people who had seen 
him if Jesus had never lived and nobody had seen him." If Jesus had been 
simply and solely a myth, would not the Jewish rabbis and Roman critics 
have pointed to that fact instead of implying that he was real by 
denouncing his career and denying the Christian assertion of his divinity.

The arguments, I believe, are on the side of a real historical figure. To 
explain the story in terms of myth, and only myth, raises more 
difficulties than it solves. But, saying this, we must also say that we 
know very little about this historical figure. He was the leader of a lost 
cause, "to whom sayings could be credited and around whom a legend 
could be written". He was not the founder of anything that we can 
recognize as Christianity. He was not a God, he was not the corner stone 
of salvation, and he was not a pattern of perfection. Making him such 
has really made him a mythological figure, a purely imaginary being and 
has all too often wedded him to dead dogma and to slavish imitation of 
what he is supposed to have said and done. This is as great a denial of 
the historicity of Jesus as can be imagined.

Whether Jesus really lived or not is not of vital importance to ethical 
religion. We still have to test ancient teachings, whether spoken by him 
or someone else in terms of our own experience. We still have to live 
our own life and not his or anyone else's. We still have to be morally 
responsible individuals in terms of our world and its problems. Even if



he lived, it is not for us to "abdicate the sovereignty of judging for 
ourselves what is right". Even if he did not live, it is not for us to 
betray the demands of truth. If truth makes men free, it should be the 
case in religion as elsewhere.
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Your s te ad y  fa ith  in  m an . Lounge. "M aturity  in  a  C om petitive Society." Dr. S pencer Sm ith a n d  Mr. F rank

Offertory: A llegretto Bdch , Thursday, April 20, 7:30 P. M.—Faculty Home Visit, Dr. J. W. Buchta.
Saturday, April 22—Service trip to Hastings State Hospital. Call Miss Blair 

Sermon^ Did Jesus Really Live? M R . STO R M  i  Gracie, GL. 1548.

W E  C A N N O T  F A T H O M  T H E  ) N F ) N ) T E . . . ! T  i S  E N O U G H  T H A T  W E  L O V E  A N D  S E R V E  H U M A N i T Y

ENLIGHTENED REASON, Our Guide in Religion *  MENTAL FREEDOM; Our M ethod in ReHgion *  HUMAN SERVICE, Our Aim in ReMgion


