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Some topics are too complex to be dealt with in a short booklet
and yet too important to be ignored.

This subject is one of them! Barely a week goes by without crackpot and
sceptical theories about Jesus and early Christianity finding their way into
the media. Without engaging specifically with any one of these I hope to be
able to build a constructive case for believing in the reliability of the New
Testament documents as sources of information about Jesus and Christian
origins. I will tackle this in four stages.

e First, by way of introduction, I will pose the question “What is the
New Testament?” The aim will be to provide something of the “his-
torical flavour” of early Christianity and help us to move from
what we, in our day, might think of as the New Testament, back
into Christian antiquity.

e Secondly, I will look at the actual manuscripts of the New Testa-
ment. The fundamental question here is whether we can trust the
transmission process: ‘Do we know what the authors wrote?’

e Thirdly, I will say something about the selection process, and look
at some of the material that was ‘excluded’ from the canonical
collection which came to be known as the New Testament, includ-
ing the Gospel of Thomas and Gospel of Peter.

e Finally, and perhaps most importantly, I will look at the internal
merit of the New Testament documents, especially the gospels,
and their claims to historical reliability. Here the fundamental
question is whether we can trust the authors: ‘Did the authors know
what they were talking about?’

Clearly, the whole discussion raises questions of fundamental importance in
relation to the most basic question, ‘Is Christianity true?’ I hope, in accord
with 1 Peter 3.15, to be able to point to a wide range of evidence which sup-
ports the answer “yes’ to such a question.



Before we can really examine the reliability of the New
Testament we need to be clear of the subject under discussion.

Think of your own New Testament. Most likely it is a translation of the Greek
New Testament bound up together with a translation of the Hebrew Bible,
or Old Testament. It is certain to be a printed volume, bound with a cover.
Perhaps it was given to you, or perhaps you went
. into a Christian bookshop and chose from the many
Translations are  gigterent editions, bindings and translations which
available to suit all  are on offer—styles of translations are available to
tast ] ] suit all ages, tastes, levels of literacy, and even to
ag €5, Lastes, Levels Of some extent, theology. Fundamental to this enter-
lzterucy, and even, to  prise, at least in the West, are the principles of
some extent, theology consumer choice and publishers’ profits. You
choose the New Testament, or Bible, that you want;
and the publishers make money (often large sums
of it) selling it to you. Indeed one of the fundamental reasons for the prolif-
eration of English translations seems to be the desire that each publisher
should have their own version to promote. (The situation is somewhat dif-
ferent in the two-thirds world, owing to the not-for-profit work of the United

Bible Societies and Wycliffe Bible Translators).

In addition to whole Bibles, we are very familiar with the New Testament as

a distinct grouping, and might often have a separate copy of the New Testa-
ment (perhaps with Psalms). Occasionally we may also come across the
production of an individual book for a particular purpose, the separate print-

ing of a gospel for evangelistic distribution, or study sheets of a Pauline
epistle. Nowadays, we probably have a fairly clear idea of what makes up

the New Testament, even if we cannot remember

the exact qrder of all. the })ooks. Many of our edi-  Aj] Of this is backed
tions offer interpretative aids to help us understand .o

the text, perhaps a map or two at the back or a list ~ UP b]/ a Christian
of weights and measures in antiquity. Most editions  gnd academic

divide the text into chapters and verses, and many
include additional sub-headings or cross references

publishing industry
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to other relevant sections. Sometimes, of course, you have a Study Bible,
with a whole commentary under the text to tell you what the Bible really
says! All of this is backed up by a Christian and academic publishing indus-
try, which is supposed to help people read the Bible and understand it better.

Now, it has not always been like that. Put at its most simple, in the earliest
period there was no choice, no profit, no aids, and no whole collection. What
we think of as the New Testament, a transportable, privately-readable edi-
tion of the definitive collection, did not really become possible until the
combination of developments in printing technol-
ogy and in Protestant missionary motivation . .
afo};e in the eighteenth century. Th}e] first expres- In the earliest P eriod
sion of this was the press founded by Karl there was no choice,
Hilf:lebrand Baron von Cgr}stein ir.1 Halle in 1710 1o pi’Ofit, no aids, and
which produced over 3 million copies of the Scrip- .
tures in cheap and accessible formats. no whole collection

In the Beginning

In the earliest period, individual books of the New Testament would have
circulated on their own. Itis not known for certain when or why or by whom,
but it is likely that the Pauline letters were collected together, and copied
together from early in the second century onwards. The best example of
this, the Chester Beatty manuscript of Paul now housed in Dublin, also known
as P¥*—dates from around AD 200.! While the four gospels came to be re-
garded as a conceptual unity, the fragmentary material evidence from Egypt
suggests that they were most often copied individually. In terms of num-
bers, the gospels of Matthew and John predominate among the early
fragments, presumably reflecting their popularity as apostolic writings. At
this period of history you might have found a couple of the Gospels pro-
duced together, but you certainly would not have had the complete New
Testament. One of the most important of the early texts—the Bodmer Papy-
rus of Luke and John, also known as P”®—contains substantial portions of
those two gospels, but it is clear that there were no aids to help the reader
understand the text, no chapter or verse divisions, and at the time the text
was published perhaps 90% of the population would have been unable to
read it anyway!

Of the other documents which make up the NT even less is known for cer-
tain. Collections which may have corresponded to our ‘catholic epistles’
(James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, and 3 John, Jude) were clearly in existence in the
third century, but only fragments remain.



This is a picture of the
Bodmer Papyrus mentioned
on the previous page. It is
section XIV/XV and shows
the end of Luke’s gospel and
the opening of John. This
papyrus is held at
theBibliotheca Bodmer (the
Martin Bodmer Library) in
Cologny, Switzerland. It has
its own website at http://
www.fondationbodmer.org/

It is quite easy to find
pictures of other papyruses
on the internet, by entering
‘New Testament papyrus’ in
any popular image seach
engine, such as Google.
However, the commentary to
be found with them can be
somewhat variable!

In Christian antiquity you did not have a lot of choice. There were no Chris-
tian bookshops, and very often the production of Bibles would have
depended on the use of existing materials, perhaps writing on the back of
earlier manuscripts or scraps. In the period between 200-300, and beyond,
the New Testament existed in smaller units—the four gospels or the Pauline
letters—and not as a complete text. In the earliest Christian period, of course,
certainly before 200 AD, if you had asked a Christian what he understood by
the ‘new testament,” he would not have answered in terms of a document. He
would have spoken of the new covenant that was inaugurated by the death
and resurrection of Jesus Christ.? Only after about AD 200 does the term
start to be used as a description of a collection of documents.

6 Copyright material—for further copies visit www.grovebooks.co.uk



The situation changes in the fourth and fifth centuries, after the conversion
of Constantine, and with an increasingly influential and wealthy church. In
this period alone we have evidence for the production of a number of com-
plete Greek Bibles, comprising an Old Testament and a New Testament, both
in Greek. There are four famous manuscripts of the whole Greek Bible:

Codex Sinaiticus, now in the British Library in London;

Codex Vaticanus, now in the Vatican Library;

Codex Alexandrinus, also in London;

a manuscript in Paris called Ephraimi Rescriptus where the origi-
nal Bible text was scrubbed out in the twelfth century and the
parchment used again.

These manuscripts, although not followed in all their particulars, form the
foundation of modern editions of the Greek Old Testament and Greek New
Testament. The time of their production was also the period of time when
clear-cut definitions of the limits of the canon collection were propounded.

Nevertheless, even this era of confidence and the flourishing of the sort of
book-technology which was required for the production of these great Bi-
bles, does not mean that complete Bibles, or even New Testaments, became
the norm. Indeed, very few of the remaining manuscripts are complete New
Testaments. It is sometimes claimed that there are five thousand manuscripts
of the Greek New Testament but it would be more accurate to say that there
are five thousand manuscripts with portions of the New Testament. Less than
fifty were ever complete New Testaments (and of those only a very small
minority remain complete today).

Questions to Ponder

1 Check the Bible that you use regularly. Who produced it? What
does this company do with the profits?

2 Compare the photograph of the manuscript opposite with a page
of your own Bible: what is similar and what is different?

3 What does ‘New Testament’ mean? Is it appropriate to use it of a
collection of books?

4 Imagine that if you wanted to have any books of the Bible you
had to copy them out yourself by hand. Which are the first five
books you would copy?



I would now like to look at the reliability of the documents in
the sense of the quality and number of the manuscripts.

I have already mentioned some of the issues relating to the existence of manu-
scripts of the New Testament in Greek. The New Testament was translated,
very rapidly, into a number of languages including Syriac, Coptic, and Latin
(and there are more than eight thousand manuscripts of portions of the New
Testament in the Latin language). Furthermore the New Testament is widely
quoted in the writings and sermons of Church Fathers from the second cen-
tury onwards. Just to take one important early example, Irenaeus, bishop of
Lyons, writing a work of five books entitled Against Heresies around AD 180,
quotes 1,075 different passages from New Testament texts.* And Irenaeus is
not exceptional. One scholar counted 29,540 quotations from the New Testa-
ment in the works of Augustine (AD 354-430), bishop of Hippo in North
Africa.* If one were to imagine that we were without even a single manu-
script of the New Testament in Greek, it would nevertheless be possible to

reconstruct it almost entirely (although not al-

The wealth o f material ways with complete confidence about the precise
wording) from the combined witness of early

lmde?’g ird mg the text versions of the New Testament in other languages
Of the New Testament  and quotations from and discussions of the New
becomes overwhelmin Testament in early Christian preachers and teach-
& ers. When we factor in the numerous good and
early Greek manuscripts which do exist, and the
vast numbers of NT manuscripts produced down the centuries, and begin
to compare the transmission of the New Testament with other literary works
of the period, the wealth of material undergirding the text of the New Testa-
ment as it has come down to us, becomes overwhelming.

For comparative purposes I will take three individual writers from the first-
century: the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, writing in Rome between
AD 70 and 100; the Jewish exegetical philosopher, Philo, writing in Alexan-
dria in the middle of the first century, and the Roman historian Tacitus.



Josephus

The Jewish historian Josephus, for example, wrote a series of works on the
history of the Jewish nation. We have 134 manuscripts containing portions
of the Greek text of Josephus, but they, with a single known exception are
mostly late, dating from the eleventh century and onwards. There are also
two substantial Latin texts and some other fragments, from the sixth to the
ninth century. These manuscripts seem to be derived from one manuscript
tradition, they have a number of gaps, some of which can be filled from a
Latin version (Apion 11.52-113); but others of which remain unsolved (for
example Life 47, 143, 411). There is one Greek papyrus manuscript (of Jewish
War 11.576-79 and 582-84) dating from the 4™ Century, but this relatively
small fragment (only 38 complete words) creates numerous difficulties as it
differs in nine places from all other known manuscripts.® The preface to the
standard text and translation of Josephus notes that

The difficulties which confront the edition of Josephus range from a
comparative paucity of ancient manuscripts, the inconsistency of some
manuscripts, which renders grouping uncertain, and the fact that cor-
ruption has often affected the text of all.®

While the problems do not render the text of Josephus generally irrecover-
able, they are significant, and render it sometimes difficult to establish what
Josephus actually wrote.

Philo

Josephus” older contemporary Philo, the Jewish philosopher and exegete
based in Alexandria, wrote more than seventy books on different subjects
but not all of these have survived. Only thirty-seven survive in Greek manu-
scripts, while twelve others have come down to us only in Armenian
translations (some excerpts can be uncovered from quo-
tations in other writers). There are 65 manuscripts, dating
from the ninth century or later, together with some early i
texts on papyrus (including two quite substantial manu- only a little more
scripts from the third century). Thus we now have only than h&llf Of what
a little more than half of what we know Philo to have .
written, and although we have some early manuscripts, we know Philo to
there is very little evidence in the five hundred years be- have written
tween the fourth and the ninth centuries.”

We now have



Tacitus

Like Philo, there are a number of works of Tacitus, the Roman historian,
which do not survive at all. Of the twelve or fourteen books of his Histories,
only four and a bit are extant, and these through a single eleventh century
manuscript and a number of fifteenth century copies of that particular manu-
script. Of the sixteen or eighteen books originally contained in his Annals,
only portions survive in two separate and not overlapping manuscripts
(books 14, 6, 1215 survive intact, with portions of book 5, 11, 16). On many
occasions we are therefore dependent on a single quite late manuscript for
the text of Tacitus, one of the most important historians of the period.

New Testament

These three writers all wrote in the same era as the New Testament writers,
two of the three wrote in the same language (Greek). The manuscript
traditions for all three are different, yet generally the manuscript evidence
for their works is quite late and sometimes based on a single manuscript
tradition. By comparison, when we come to examine the New Testament
writings, we find that the picture is completely different. This is not simply
because of the great number of NT manuscripts overall, as popular Christian
apologetic sometimes presents it. The transmission of the NT text is manifestly
different—we have more manuscripts, more translations into more other
languages, we have NT manuscripts in significant numbers from every
Christian century up to the invention of printing, we have more early texts,
including possibly half a dozen from the second century. There are basically
no chronological gaps in the manuscript record. We have complete collections
from the fourth century which by and large stand in the same tradition as
the very earliest fragments we have. And we have

sufficient diversity in the early manuscripts to be Documen tm/y evidence
sure that the remaining manuscripts are not all .
5 b for the NT is much

filtered through a single manuscript tradition.

Indeed, it is precisely the wealth of manuscript stronger than f orany
evidence produces something of a problem, or a compamble works from
complication for the New Testament scholar. Re- 15 10 0iont world
searchers studying the works of other ancient

writers have been able to ‘map’ the manuscript

evidence and produce ‘family trees’ (or ‘stemma’) showing the likely deri-
vation of one manuscript from another. That has proved completely
impossible for the New Testament. There are thousands of manuscripts, from

all over the ancient world—]Jerusalem, Caesarea, Antioch, Ephesus, Rome,
Alexandria—representing the reality of Christianity as a multi-centre faith.
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No simple stemma has ever been plausibly constructed from the extant evi-
dence.

In addition, it is fair to say that, precisely because the New Testament was
uniquely important as Scripture, as the Word of God, Christian scribes some-
times tried to make things a little bit clearer for their readers. Occasionally
they would paraphrase or re-write a verse in order to bring out what they
considered to be its meaning, just as a Bible study group leader might do
today.® While the diverse motivations of Christian scribes and the extreme
wealth of extant material pose some unresolved questions that continue to
be the focus of scholarly work, it is important to remember that the docu-
mentary evidence for the New Testament is very strong, and much stronger
than for any comparable works from the ancient world. A study of the di-
verse manuscript traditions should give us confidence that, in general, the
original text has been reliably transmitted. Researchers working on the text
of the New Testament would agree that when we read the letters of St Paul,
for example, we are substantially in touch with the Apostle’s original words.
There are, of course, minor variations in the manuscripts, which are often
indicated in the footnotes of our English translations of the Bible, some of
which continue to be debated, but these give little cause for concern about
the general reliability of the New Testament text.

Questions

1 Can you think of any major weaknesses in the comparison made
in this section between the text of the New Testament and the three
other sources?

2 How might believing in the message of the New Testament make
scribes less careful?

3 How does the sheer number of manuscripts influence the study
of the text of the Greek New Testament?

11



Of course, a reliable text of the documents which make up the New
Testament, however important a conclusion drawn from our preced-
ing discussion, will not result in a generally reliable New Testament
canon if the process of selection was arbitrary and mistaken.

What about the materials that were left out of the New Testament canon
collection? Was it not a bit arbitrary to include the four gospels of Matthew,
Mark, Luke and John and leave out a number of similar writings? And why
does Paul have so many letters in the New Testament when James, Peter and
the others have a much smaller number?

Without entering into this subject in any com-

Why does Paul have so plete way here, I shall make some brief comments
about the formation of the NT canon and then

many letters in the NT some remarks about two extra-canonical gospels
and the others have @ which have had some publicity recently. Al-

»  though not without dissenting voices, a
much smaller number: consensus view would be that by the end of the

second century the core of the NT as we know it
was universally accepted among orthodox Christians.’ By “core’ I mean the
four gospels, the letters of Paul, and at least 1 Peter and 1 John. Evidence
from the end of the second century and the beginning of the third in Irenaeus,
Origen and Tertullian alongside an early canon list called the Muratorian
Canon confirms this view.?® Earlier writings from Clement of Rome (writing
in the 90s), Ignatius (writing in the 110s), Papias (around 120), Polycarp (writ-
ing about 150), and Justin Martyr (writing in Rome in the middle of the second
century) reflect some of the developments which lead to the consensus.

From around the end of the second century the phrase ‘the new testament’
came into use in referring to this collection. Any debates that occurred in
subsequent years seems to have been about what we might call “the others.’
What do we do with James—who wrote that? What about 2 Peter and 2 and
3 John? Are they too small to be included? And what about Revelation? Is it
not a bit weird to be included in the Christian Bible?

12



Other Contenders

It is true that there were other claimants, and recently some scholars, to-
gether with a number of more popular writers, have advocated one or more
of these other gospels as the true source of information about Jesus. One
ancient tradition, in the curiously entitled Egyptian work called The Book of
the Bee, says that each one of the Twelve and each one of the Seventy sent out
by Jesus wrote a gospel (ch 49). Now, if eighty-
two gospels seems a little excessive, it is worth
noting that that at least forty gospels are named At leaStf orty gosp els
in ancient sources, but in many cases we know are named in ancient
little beyor}d aname or title, and with fragmen- sources, but in m any
tary material on papyrus often there is no name .
at all. Of those which survived, particular popu- cases we know little
lar attention has traditionally been given to the beyond a name or title
‘Infancy Gospels” which contain spectacular

miracles and curious stories about the activities

of the infant Jesus. Two of such texts, the second century Greek Protevangelium

of James and the later Latin derivative Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew have exerted
considerable influence within Christian piety over the centuries. More re-
cently, attention has periodically also been given to finds of extra-canonical
gospel texts, often with exotic sounding names like the Secret Gospel of Mark

or the Gnostic Gospel or the Unknown Gospel. Although it is important and
fascinating to study such texts, often the manuscripts are in a pretty frag-
mentary state. It seems that the less that is known about a text the more
grandiose a title it is given! In these three cases we are dealing with:

e the Secret Gospel of Mark consists of some short fragments preserved
in a letter purported to be written early in the third century by
Clement of Alexandria, but preserved only in a disputed seven-
teenth century manuscript, which may in fact be a total forgery;

e the so-called Gnostic Gospel is a sixth or seventh century Coptic
text far removed from the early period;

e the Unknown Gospel (also known as Egerton 2) is an important sec-
ond century text which is unfortunately limited to only one badly
damaged page of stories about and sayings of Jesus (several of
which seem to be influenced by John's gospel).

Recent scholarly attention has focused on two other, more substantial, early
extra-canonical ‘gospels’: the Gospel of Peter and the Gospel of Thomas.™

13



14

Some of the Other Gospels Referred to in the Early
Church or Extant in Manuscript Form

Gospel of Andrew
Gospel of Apelles
Gospel of Barnabas
Gospel of Bartholomew
Gospel of Basilides
Gospel of the Birth of
Jesus the Nazarene
Gospel of Cerinthus
Gospel of the Ebionites,
Egerton Gospel
Gospel of the Egyptians
Gospel of the Encratities
Gospel of the Eternal
Gospel of Eve
Gospel of the Gnostics
Gospel of the Hebrews
Gospel of Hesychius
Gospel of the Infancy
Infancy Gospel of James
Gospel of James the Great

Gospel of Saint James the Chief

Gospel of James the Less

Gospel of Judas

Gospel of Judas nicknamed
Ish Qeriyyot

Gospel of Leucius and Seleucus

Gospel of Life
Gospel of the Manicheans
Gospel of Marcion

Secret Gospel of Mark
Gospel of the Great and
Little Questions of Mary
Gospel of the Birth of Mary
Gospel of the Death of
Mary the Virgin
Gospel of Matthias
Hebrew Gospel of Matthew
Gospel of Merinthus
Gospel of the Nazarenes
Gospel of Nicodemus
Gospel of Paul
Gospel of Perfection
Gospel of Peter
Gospel of Philip
Gospel of the Pleroma
Dialogue of the Saviour
Gospel of the Saviour
Gospel of the Simonites
Sophia of Jesus Christ
Gospel of the Syrians
Gospel of Tatian
Gospel of Thaddeus
(Jude Thaddaeus)
Gospel of Thomas
Gospel of Truth
Gospel of the Twelve Apostles
Gospel of Valentinus



The Gospel of Peter

In 1887, investigators excavating a Christian grave in Akhmim, Egypt found
the skeleton to be still grasping a codex. This codex included a number of
texts, including a version of the passion narrative written in the first person
and claiming to be the eye-witness account of the Apostle Peter (vv 26, 60)."2
After its discovery, the document was related to a number of brief comments
from the early Church describing a Gospel of Peter that was known and
used in some churches but condemned in others."® Hence its designation as
the Gospel of Peter. Subsequently, four or five early fragments have been found
in Egypt, reflecting the fact that it was widely known and copied.*

So we know that there was a gospel attributed to Peter, in existence earlier

than AD 200, at least, and we have a much later manuscript (perhaps sixth
century) containing a large (although incomplete) fragment of it. It is an
important source for the study of early Christianity, but for a number of
reasons I do not think it is important for the study of Jesus and his teaching

and ministry. One is the exaggerated miraculous content of the Gospel of Pe-

ter. For example, at the end of the gospel there is

an account.of the resurrgction which .is in marked I think this is an
contrast with the story in the canonical gospels.

The four canonical gospels tell us that Jesus rose exﬂmple Of a f ervent
from the dead, but they do not tell us what hap-  iddle second—century
pened when he came out of the tomb. The Gospel
of Peter fills in the blank with great lights, two
angels leading Jesus out of the tomb, and Jesus’
head reaching high into the clouds. The Cross itself follows Jesus out of the
grave, a voice from the cloud asks ‘have you preached to the spirits in prison?’
and the Cross replies “yes.” I think this is an example of a fervent middle
second-century Christian imagination, adding the popular piety of the times
to details in the original gospel record. Notwithstanding one or two extrava-
gant claims, I think we should regard this as a very important relic of
second-century Christianity but not a very important record of first-century
Christianity.

Christian imagination

The Gospel of Thomas

The situation is very similar with the Gospel of Thomas. In 1945 a farmer look-
ing for fertilizer in Egypt cracked open a big jar. In that jar were twelve
different codex books. He had uncovered a library of Gnostic, heretical books,
from the fourth century, which is now known, after the location of its dis-
covery, as the Nag Hammadi Library. One of the most important of these
Coptic texts is the Gospel of Thomas, which consists of a collection of 114 say-
ings of Jesus (not originally numbered) and concludes with the title: “The

15



Gospel According to Thomas.” References to this text in Church Fathers and
Greek fragments from the third century suggest that this text was probably
in circulation by the early part of the third century.” But evidence is com-
pletely lacking for some of the sensationalist claims sometimes made for the
Gospel of Thomas. The available evidence suggests that the text of this say-
ings collection was not particularly stable, even in the third century—the
later Coptic text is almost certainly a translation from Greek, but does not
agree in every respect with the extant Greek fragments, and neither agrees
exactly with the citations of this text in Church Fathers.’® Attempts to ascer-
tain what the text may have been like in the second or even the first century
are not only precarious but are actually more like imaginative fictions. There
simply is no evidence for the existence of this text in that period.

On internal grounds we should note that the Gospel of Thomas is a sayings
collection; there is no substantial narrative, no miracle stories, no account of
the birth, passion, death or resurrection of Jesus.”” Despite having 114 say-
ings, there is practically nothing directly related to life in first-century
Palestine. It does contain sayings which are closely parallel to sayings in the
synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke), but their order does not corre-
spond to the order of sayings in any of the synoptics. The Gospel of Thomas
does, however, contain parallels to unique material from each of the four
canonical gospels'® as well as more general resemblances to passages through-
out the NT.» Although the relationship between the Gospel of Thomas and the
canonical gospels continues to be debated, the most likely scenario in my
view is that Gospel of Thomas depends, not on the canonical gospels in their
literary forms, but on a ‘post-literary orality’—use of spoken traditions which
derived from the canonical gospels and circulated independently.

The Gospel of Thomas is therefore a fascinating and important relic from the
middle to late second century. In general, the sayings basically reflect a quasi-
Gnostic understanding of the teachings of Jesus, talking about ‘finding the
All that is in everybody’ (for example sayings 2, 67, 77), or of finding oneself
(sayings 3, 67, 111). In some ways it is an anti-Christian document which
actually depends on and re-interprets the material in the canonical gospels
(and beyond). For example, there is a parody of the episode at Caesarea
Phillippi where Jesus asks the disciples “‘who do you say that I am?’ In the
canonical gospels, Peter recognizes Jesus as the Christ. In the Gospel of Tho-
mas, Peter replies in positive terms but Thomas, the hero of the story, says,
‘Lord, I am not at all able to say who you are’ (saying 13). For this he is
commended by Jesus. This story, like some others, seems to represent an
anti-confessional interpretation of the life and ministry of Jesus.?

16



Conclusion

It may be said with confidence that none of the non-canonical gospels offer
any independent information about Jesus which is of any substance, even if
there are one or two additional sayings that may be genuine. These alterna-
tives to the four gospels are broadly dependent

on our canonical gospels. Our conclusion must — NJp47¢ Of the non-

be that there are no realistic alternatives to our i

four gospels if we are looking for historical in- canonical g OSPelS Oﬁc er

formation about Jesus. By comparison to their any independent
rivals (if in fact this is the right way to depict . # bout
the anticipated function of the extra-canonical lﬂf Orma ton about Jesus
gospels), the four gospels are quite self-disci- which is Of any substance
plined and reticent when it comes to describing
the miracles of Jesus. The four had credible connections with apostolic times
(and certainly come from the first century). Matthew and John were widely
used and quoted, although admittedly Luke and especially Mark were less
well used. Of course, the non-canonical gospels are important sources for
information about the way that the stories of Jesus were heard and re-told
by Christians and others in the second and third centuries. They may also be
important sources of information about the way in which Christian commu-
nities of that period viewed the sources that had come
It was certain ly 1o down to them, and more work needs to be done in this
. area. But they are not a threat to the integrity of the
accident that the  canon. It was certainly no accident that the church rec-
church recognized ognized the four gospels as we know them, and the
th ] extra-canonical gospels are not the sort of documents
€f OUr §OSPELS 4S 4 \hich we should turn for information about the life
we know them and ministry of Jesus.

Questions

1 Why do you think so many ‘gospels,” attached to so many differ-
ent names were produced in the early church?

2 What sort of evidence would persuade you to take a newly dis-
covered gospel seriously as a source for genuine information about
Jesus?

3 How would you find out more about non-canonical gospels?
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So far we have argued that the textual tradition of the NT is reliable,
that the various parts of the NT were quickly gathered into an
authoritative collection (canon), and that the non-canonical gospels
do not provide reliable alternative sources of information about Jesus.

However, important as these conclusions are, they do not establish that the
gospels and the rest of the New Testament as we have it are reliable as a
source of historical information about Jesus and the early church. I think we
can be sure that we have access to what Matthew wanted to say. But did
Matthew know what he was talking about? Did Mark, or Luke, or John?
How might we approach this question? I would like to offer an outline of a
three-fold approach, looking at the letters in the NT, the significance of Jesus
as a teacher and the impact this had on the tradition, and what the gospels
claim for themselves.

Starting from Paul and the Letters

First, I would like to say something about the epistles of the New Testament,
and their bearing on the reliability of what the gospels say about Jesus. In
the New Testament we have a number of letters from St Paul—1 Corinthians,
Romans, Philippians and others—that we can date quite securely and with-
out too much disagreement. In all of these documents we see early
Christianity defining itself as the movement started by Jesus of Nazareth
and now based on faith in him as expressed in the gospel message that he
died for our sins according to the Scriptures and was raised from the dead
by God. Although Paul’s focus is normally upon these great events of salva-
tion history he also mentions in passing numerous details about Jesus’ life.

In Paul’s letters the apostles still had an important role as witnessing to the
great events of the life of Jesus (see 1 Corinthians 15.5-6; ¢f Acts 1.21f) and,
once or twice, you get specific allusions to events later recorded in the gos-
pels. For example, in 1 Corinthians 11 there is the famous passage in which
Paul refers to the institution of the Lord’s Supper, ‘On the night that he was
betrayed, Jesus took bread and he broke it...” Paul is reminding his readers
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What Does Paul Say About Jesus?

a  born of woman, and under law (Gal 4.4; Rom 1.3?)

b  descended from David (Rom 1.3), Messiah (1 Cor 15.3), seed of
Abraham (Gal 3.16)

¢  ministered primarily to Israel (Rom 15.8)

d had a brother named James and others (Gal 1.19; 1 Cor 9.5)

e  had a humble and meek lifestyle (2 Cor 10.1)

f  instituted communion meal (1 Cor 11.23)

g  was betrayed (1 Cor 11.23)

h  was cruelly treated (Rom 15.3) and gave testimony before Pontius

Pilate (1 Tim 6.13)

i was crucified (Gal 2.20; 3.1; Phil 2.8; 1 Cor 2.2, 8) at the instiga-
tion of Jews of Judea (1 Thess 2.14f)

j died (1 Cor 15.3)
k  was buried (1 Cor 15.4; ¢f Acts 13.29)
was raised from the dead (1 Cor 15.5)
m was taken up to heaven (Rom 10.6; Eph 4.9)

of what they already know, something that he had passed on to them when
he had first brought his gospel message to Corinth and which dates back to
the earliest days of the Christian mission. Already there was a narrative of
the Passion (note this took place ‘on the night that he
was betrayed,” presuming that it takes a place within . © g
anarrative of the other events of his betrayal), though Paul 15 remzndmg
it may not have been written down until a later stage. his readers Of what
This presumes that the early Christians were taught they already know
about Jesus life and teachings from the earliest days

of the church’s foundation (as 1 Cor 15.1-3 affirms;

see also Rom 6.17; 16.17; 1 Cor 11.2).' In 1 Corinthians Paul clearly distin-
guishes between what he knows that Jesus said and what he says on his own
authority (1 Cor 7.10, 12, 25; compare 9.14f), showing that the traditions about
Jesus’ teaching which he knew were not vague and flexible but definite and
fixed. Paul even knew what Jesus did not say (1 Cor 7.25)—this requires a
clear conception and knowledge of the tradition.
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The Significance of Jesus the Teacher

This evidence suggests that traditions about Jesus were taught in and to the
Pauline churches (note the importance of teachers in for example Acts 13.1;
Rom 12.7;1 Cor 12.28f; Eph 4.1). Allusions to Jesus’ teaching in other writ-
ings to churches not founded by Paul, including Romans, 1 Peter, James and
even Revelation suggest that the pattern of instruction in the Jesus tradition
was characteristic of early Christianity as a whole. This corresponds, of course,
to the picture of Jesus as the one who originated that tradition through his
memorable and powerful teaching. Throughout the gospels Jesus is presented
as a memorable speaker and as a preacher and miracle-worker of great power
and authority. Even if we compare his teaching with that of Jewish rabbis,
we discover someone who constructed his teaching in memorable ways so
that his disciples could remember them. He was someone who was quickly
regarded, by his disciples at least, as a Messianic figure and we know that
throughout Judaism it was believed that, when the Messiah came, he would
speak God’s truth and wisdom. It would be likely that those who believed
in him would pay close attention to the truth and wisdom he spoke. In Jesus
we have a teacher whose words were memorable, who was perceived as the
Messiah, and whose words were remembered.?

In every strand of the gospel traditions Jesus is presented as a teacher,
a rabbi. Thus “all historical probability favours the conclusion that
Jesus’ disciples would have valued his words at least as highly as the
pupils of the famous rabbis valued theirs.’?

The Importance of the Apostles

In terms of the actual historical process it is clear that the earliest authorita-
tive Christian traditions were oral—the preaching about Jesus from the
mouths of the apostles and early evangelists. Basic to any approach that
would do justice to the evidence of the NT itself will be the strategic impor-
tance of the apostles. Chosen by the Lord Jesus (Mark 3; Matt 10; Luke 6.13ff:
called apostles) to represent, in some sense or another, a renewed Israel (hence
normally called ‘twelve’ see especially Matt 19.28) and sent out by him as
his own representatives to proclaim the presence of the kingdom (Matt 10;
Luke 9), they function like the Jewish rabbinical idea of shaliach (‘the one
sent is like the man himself’; compare Luke 10.16; John 12.44f; 13.20; Acts
9.4; Gal 4.14) with an authority derived from their master. For this reason,
Christianity is not the least troubled by the fact that Jesus himself, as far as
we know, committed nothing to writing; his apostles were to be his repre-
sentatives. Their role as bearers of the tradition began during Jesus’ ministry
with their own proclamation of the kingdom and continued after his death
and resurrection (see for example Acts 1.21f; 2.42).
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This view is confirmed very clearly by the way in which the twelve are de-
picted in Matt 10. The disciples are like their master, with:

a similar authority to exorcise and heal (10.1 compare4.23; 9.35);
b a ministry limited to Israel (10.5f; compare 15.24);
¢ amessage centring on the presence of kingdom (10.7 compare 4.17);

d akingdom presence demonstrated in miraculous activity (10.8 cf
11.5 and chs 8 and 9: heal sick, raise dead, cleanse lepers, cast out
demons);

e they went without material support (10.9f; compare 8.20);

f they could expect judgment for those who rejected their message
(10.15 compare 11.20ff), to be scourged by Gentiles (10.17; com-
pare 20.19), to be rejected by family (10.21; compare 12.46-50;
13.57), and to be delivered up to death (10.21; compare 20.18f).

Furthermore the disciples’ authority is derived from their master. They are called
and sent by Jesus’ initiative, in a mission which is an extension of his (eg
10.1, 5); they are sent as sheep to sheep (10.16), Jesus remains the shepherd
(9.36); they are sent out “for Jesus sake’ (10.1; 22) and confessing Jesus (10.32f),
their allegiance to him is to be absolute (10.37-39). Indeed, the disciples’
relationship to Jesus is somewhat analogous to the prophets’ relationship to
God (10.17 ¢f 23.34; and 5.11f).

In the early period the apostolic witness provided the authoritative histori-
cal and theological foundations of the faith (see Matt 16.18; Eph 2.20). In
particular they are witnesses to the ministry, death and resurrection of Christ
as the fulfilment of God’s redemptive new-covenant historical plan of salva-
tion (see Acts 1.21-26; 2.32; compare 1 Cor 9.1; 15.7-9). It is through the
apostolic circle that the Holy Spirit fulfils Christ’s promise to ‘teach you all
things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you’ (John 14.26;
15.26; compare Acts 1.8; 1 Thess 2.13). This already corresponds to the basic
shape of the new covenant Scripture: gospel and epistle. Before ever an apostle
put pen to paper a canonical authority already resided in apostolic teaching
(1 Cor 11.2; 2 Thess 2.15 and elsewhere), which was the sacred deposit that
later generations should guard and protect (1 Tim 6.20; 2 Tim 1.14).%

Writing Down the Tradition

The writing down of apostolic tradition emerges when the Christian mes-
sage has been spread sufficiently to make geographical distance a big factor.
Thus the letters appear to be intended to replicate the presence of an apostle
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in guiding a church through problems or false teaching. And the circulars
are designed to bring the same message to a series of separate churches
(James, 1 Peter, Revelation, possibly Ephesians). The letters themselves, like
the apostolic teaching they contain, are regarded as authoritative teaching;
hence the apostolic introductions (as in Rom 1.1-7), the public reading (Col
4.16; 1 Thess 5.27; 2 Cor 1.1), the actual content (2 Cor 10.9-10; 1 Cor 7.17;
14.37) and the emergence of imitations (see 2 Thess 2.2; 3.17).%

Perhaps chronological distance may be added to geographical distance as a
factor prompting the writing of the gospel. There is a desire to preserve the
authoritative memory for future generation (Luke 1.1-4; John 19.35; 20.30f;
21.23).% From the earliest stages Jesus’ words were accorded a status
equivalent to that of the OT Scriptures (see his own teaching, for example
Matt 5; 24.35), and functioned as the basis for specific authoritative appeal
(see 1 Cor 7, esp v 10f; 9.14; 11.23-25; 1 Thess 4.15-27; 1 Tim 5.18; Acts 20.35)
and for general ethical instruction (as in Rom 12-15; James).”

Jesus” words and deeds made an impact and he appointed Twelve to be with
him and to be the link and continuity between his life, ministry, death and
resurrection and the early church. Of course, there were not only the Twelve.
If we read the story we find that the Twelve temporarily deserted Jesus after
his arrest and it was the women who had followed him from Galilee who
became the focus of continuity. These were the women who had seen Jesus
die, who knew where the tomb was located, and who had found the tomb
empty. So there were others beside the Twelve to pass on the story and Luke
speaks about 120 who saw Jesus soon after the resurrection.?®

The Gospels and the Apostolic Tradition

So Jesus himself initiated the process by which his disciples would remem-
ber his teaching, and the apostles themselves served as witnesses to the
tradition of Jesus’ teaching and activity. As the third stage of our argument,
we have to ask about the gospels themselves, their connection to this collec-
tive apostolic memory and what sort of documents that the four gospels
portray themselves as being. This is, perhaps, best expressed in Luke’s in-
troduction. Of all the gospel writers it is Luke who provides the most
information about his sources, though there are also references in the Gos-
pel of John to the writer as a “frue witness’ to the events described (eg John
19.35;20.24; cf 1 John 1.1). In the first few verses of Luke, the author explains:

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have

been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by
those who from the first were eye-witnesses and servants of the word.
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Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from
the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account
for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the cer-
tainty of the things you have been taught. (Luke 1.1-4)

Clearly, in Luke’s time there were other accounts, whether oral or written
down, which were not fully adequate for what Luke had in mind. But be-
hind these other accounts lies the same ultimate source as for Luke’s own
account: it was the “eye-witnesses and servants of the word” who handed
down the record of the events. Luke is claiming that his record of Jesus’ life
is one handed down by those who were personally involved in the events
described. Primarily of course Luke means the apostles (see especially Acts
1.21f; also 2.32; 3.15; 4.20; 5.32; 10.39), although it is supremely likely that
other eye-witnesses, especially for example the women who travelled with
the twelve, would also have contributed to Luke’s story (especially Luke
8.1-3; 23.49, 55; 24.1-11). This is a fundamentally important claim.? It is also
significant that Luke had followed the matter closely and had written down
his account in an ‘orderly’ fashion for his ‘most excellent Theophilus,” whom
I assume was a real person, perhaps a patron. Luke writes so that Theophilus’
faith, or the information that he has received, might be confirmed. Although
Luke was writing a theological account of what God has accomplished through
Christ rather than neutral ‘brute facts” about the life of Jesus, his agenda is
clearly to produce a reliable and orderly account.

What is Claimed for the Reliability of the Gospels (and
What is Not)

Interestingly, there are certain things that Luke does not claim and other things
that his claim does not apparently include. He does not claim any direct
divine inspiration but explains that he has been through the normal human
process of collecting and processing information that has been handed down
from the earliest years of the Christian church. Nor does this claim mean or
entail that Luke has recorded the exact chronological order of events. That
becomes fairly clear when you read Luke’s gospel. You may recall that from
chapters 10-19 Luke provides a ‘travel narrative” of what happened when
Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem.” The events are obviously not recorded
in an exact chronological order. In chapter 9 when Jesus starts his journey he
meets some Samaritans, in a region that was three days walk from Jerusa-
lem. In chapter 17, after eight chapters of walking, he still appears to be in
the same physical location! The journey that Luke relates is as much a meta-
phorical journey, in which the cross dominates the vision of Jesus, as it is a
real journey. If it is not necessarily exact chronology, nor does Luke, or any
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of the other gospel writers, claim to have given an exact transcription of the
words of Jesus. While Jesus originally spoke in Aramaic, the gospels are writ-
ten in Greek, and translation is always an interpretative process. If we
compare Matthew, Mark and Luke we find passages where the writers show
their own tendencies to paraphrase the original material. There were many
different ways to convey the content of Jesus’ teaching, from direct translit-
eration of Aramaic terms, through close translation, loose translation,
paraphrase and summary, examples of each might easily be found in the
gospels. Scholars often distinguish between the ipsissima verba, the actual
words of Jesus, which we do not necessarily know, and the ipsissima vox, the
actual voice or meaning of Jesus, which, in my view, we always do. Of course
it is worth noting that in general there is less variation when the gospels
report Jesus’ speech than when they report Jesus” actions. A number of re-
cent studies have highlighted the differences in style between the openings
of the gospels—where the authors felt most free to put their own theological
gloss or spin on the events they are about to relate—and the middle sections
where they describe the main things that Jesus said and did.* Nevertheless,
check almost any passage in three gospels and you will find variations in the
wording. A striking example of the type of variation that I am thinking of
relates to the only written material from the ministry of Jesus—the titulus,
the title placed over Jesus on the cross. Here we can see a good example of
variations within a general framework of four reliable reports.

Matt 27.37 Mark 15.26 Luke 23.38 John 19.19-20
And over his And the There was also | Pilate also wrote
head they put inscription of an inscription a title and put it
the charge the charge over him, on the cross; it
against him, against him ‘This is the read, ‘Jesus of
which read, read, ‘The King of the Nazareth, the
‘This is Jesus |King of the Jews.’ King of the
the King of the | Jews. Jews.”31
Jews.

So it is not an exact verbal accuracy that I have in mind when I claim that the
gospels are reliable.®? But, in general, Luke—and Matthew and Mark, whose
account of Jesus is in substantial agreement with Luke, though their details
and styles may differ—claims to be reliable, and we need to take this claim
seriously.
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So what does the documentary evidence allow us to conclude
about the reliability of the New Testament?

We are overwhelmed with evidence in relation to the Greek New Testament
and this shows that we have reliable access to what the original authors
wrote. We have early and substantial manuscripts. Precisely because of the
vast number of manuscripts there are issues that remain to be fully under-
stood. But on a number of occasions in the past new and earlier manuscripts
have been discovered and these have consistenly confirmed the accuracy of
manuscripts from later centuries—confounding the scepticism of scholars
who had expressed doubts.

In terms of selection, my own view is that the selection process was simply a
matter of the early church acknowledging those gospels and letters which
had impressed themselves as being apostolic and in agreement with the tra-
dition of Jesus that had been passed on to the churches. In terms of internal
evidence, clearly there is a lot more that we could
say, but I think we have a three-fold movement. The Th 1 dth
epistles show us a type of Christianity existing; the € apostles, an e
gospels claim to be giving us reliable information; women from Galilee,
and what we 1$now from the gospels about Jesus were a p articul Eli”ly
leads us to believe that he was the sort of person . .
whose teachings and deeds would be remembered.  UMportant line Of
The apostles, and the women from Galilee, were a Continuity
particularly important line of continuity.

Clearly, we have only begun to sketch out the outlines of an argument. Equally
clearly, the whole question raises the ultimate issue of the status of Jesus
Christ. It remains difficult to accept that the gospels are reliable unless one
also accepts their witness to Jesus Christ as the divine Messiah and Lord.
There is an element of ‘“ultimacy’ about this question which cannot be ad-
equately treated here. Nevertheless I hope to have shown that the Christian
reverence for Christ the Lord, the hope that is within us, is based on a suffi-
ciently reliable foundation in the Scriptures of the New Testament
themselves.®
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These notes provide more evidence in support of positions discussed in this
booklet as well as further reading for those interested. Abbreviations used
follow standard academic usage. For further information, visit the online
resources page at www.grovebooks.co.uk
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12 The Gospel of Peter (GP) broadly follows the canonical order in its presentation of the
events of the passion of Jesus, with one or two exceptions (for example Joseph’s request
for the body, v 3, is placed before the crucifixion). The mocking of Jesus—including
elements paralleling the canonical gospels such as the purple robe, the crown of thorns,
the spitting and scourging (vv 6-9)—follows the judgment. Then follows the crucifixion,
which again contains many parallels to canonical material—the two other victims, the
title, the division of the garments (vv 10-14). The death of Jesus on the cross (vv 15-20),
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Mark 15.45f / / Luke 23.53); the appointment of a guard for the tomb (GP 28-34 cf, only
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repentance of the Jews (vv 25-27); the appearance of the angels (and associated apoca-
lyptic imagery) (vv 35f); the rolling away of the stone (v 37); the angels supporting Jesus
(vv 39f), the voice from heaven (v 41), the cross—walking (v 40) and talking (v 42); and
the discussions between Pilate and the soldiers (vv 45-49).

13 Especially important is the account of Serapion’s encounter with the Gospel of Peter (he
was bishop of Antioch, AD 190-210) recorded in Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History V1.12);
other references include Origen, Comm Matt 10.17; Eusebius, HE 111.3.2; Jerome, Illust 1;
Theodoret, Haer 11.2; Decretum Gelasianum. For a full discussion (defending the view
outlined here) see P M Head, ‘On the Christology of the Gospel of Peter’ Vigiliae
Christianae 46.3(1992) pp 209-224.

14 P Oxy 2949 and P Cair 10759; P Oxy 4009; P Vindob 2325.

15 The earliest evidence consists of the citation of sayings similar to GosThom 4 and 11 in
the Refutations of Hippolytus (in AD 230 Refut V.7.20). There is also a tradition that Jesus
charged Thomas (as well as Philip and Matthew) with the writing of a gospel (PistSoph
42 and 43, ca AD 250). The Greek fragments (P Oxy 1, 654, 655) were from different
manuscripts, but were all dated to the first half of the third century.

16 Hippolytus of Rome cites a variant form of saying 4 from ‘the Gospel of Thomas’ (Haer
V.vii.20).
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18 On John: 8.52 ¢f GosThom 1; 4.14 cf GosThom 13; 1.5,9 cf GosThom 24b; 7.33f cf GosThom
38b; 15 cf GosThom 40; 8.12 cf GosThom 77; 7.37 ¢f GosThom 108. On Luke: 17.21 ¢f
GosThom 3; 12.49 cf GosThom 10; 12.16-21 cf GosThom 63; 12.13f cf GosThom 72; 11.27f;
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GosThom 12; 22.14 cf GosThom 23; 18.20 ¢f GosThom 30; 5.14; 7.24f ¢f GosThom 32; 15.13 cf
GosThom 40; 17.20 cf GosThom 48; 17.12 c¢f GosThom 51; 13.24-30 cf GosThom 57; 6.3 cf
GosThom 62; 13.45; 6.20 cf GosThom 76; 11.28-30 cf GosThom 90; 7.6 cf GosThom 93; 23 cf
GosThom 102; 13.44 cf GosThom109. On Mark: 3.27; 4.29 ¢f GosThom 21; 8.36 cf GosThom 67;
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