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				Prelude

			

			A Very Roman Murder

			Sejanus strode triumphantly to his accustomed place in the Senate chambers. After decades of unremitting toil, his life’s quest was finally in striking distance. The emperor Tiberius had sent word from the isle of Capri, where he had sought refuge from Rome’s continuous clamor, that Sejanus was this day to receive tribunician powers. Sejanus, who had long wielded the power of an emperor, would, with the granting of the Tribunicia Potestas, officially have powers equal to those of Tiberius. Just as crucially, Tiberius was aged and increasingly infirm. No one expected him to live much longer, a couple of years at most. His remaining dynastic heirs would still be children without protectors when he died. In the tumultuous and often deadly conflicts that marked Roman politics, they could be easily pushed aside in favor of a man experienced in wielding power. With the Tribunicia Potestas in his hands and having carefully removed most of his serious rivals, Sejanus was perfectly positioned to make the final leap and make himself emperor of the Roman Empire.

			As he took his reserved seat in the Senate chamber, Sejanus beamed. Always alert to danger from any quarter, Sejanus failed to suspect that Tiberius, the one man more experienced in the deadly arena of Roman politics than himself, had outwitted him. For Tiberius, who had only recently begun viewing his protégé as a dangerous rival to himself and his posterity, had not sent orders raising Sejanus to ultimate power. Instead, he had ordered Sejanus’s removal from all offices and to be placed under arrest. Although Tiberius did not order Sejanus’s execution, the old emperor certainly knew that once he had set events in motion, that was the only possible outcome.

			Sejanus, dumbfounded by the rapid reversal of his fortunes, was led off to prison. Within the hour, the Senate had reconvened at the Temple of Concord, where they took measure of the people’s mood and, more crucially, that of the Praetorian Guard—commanded until that morning by Sejanus. Seeing that the Guard had not stirred from its barracks, they became confident that they were fulfilling the will of the emperor. Assured that the always dangerous Roman mob gloried in Sejanus’s fall and that the Praetorians’ passivity had been bought, they condemned Sejanus to death.

			Sejanus was dragged from his cell and brought to the Gemonian Stairs—the Stairs of Mourning—where only the most dishonorable persons were executed. After being strangled, his body was thrown down the stairs in full view of the Roman Forum. In keeping with tradition, the body was left for three days of abuse—beaten by the mob, scavenged by dogs, and pecked at by birds—before being tossed into the Tiber River.[*1]

			Not yet finished, the Senate, despite every indication that the mob’s desire for blood was satiated, ordered the execution of Sejanus’s children. Both children were immediately carried off to prison, unaware of their impending doom. Sejanus’s daughter, not yet in her teens, was bewildered by her treatment and repeatedly asked why people were mad at her and what she had done wrong. As she was dragged along in tears, she told everyone in earshot that she was sorry and begged forgiveness for whatever she had done. Because Roman law forbade the execution of a virgin, her executioner took it upon himself to rape the child before she and her brother were strangled and also thrown down the Gemonian Stairs.[*2]

			This brutal act set in motion a series of events that established the context for Jesus’s trial seven months later. Simply put, if Sejanus had not been executed, it is unlikely that Pontius Pilate would have ordered Jesus’s crucifixion either.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Dio, The Roman History, 58.11.5–6.

			

			
				*2 Tacitus, The Annals, 5.9.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part I

			

			The New Testament and Its Critics

		

	
		
			
				One

			

			Did Jesus Exist?

			I have authored many histories and biographies and never, until now, had to spend a single word making the case that the subjects of my books were real persons who actually existed. Historians and their audiences take it for granted that Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar were men who walked the earth. The same historical courtesy is often not given to Jesus. While most of the scholarly community concedes that Jesus was a real person who walked the earth, there is a significant segment of scholars who have cleared entire forests to supply paper to publish works denying Jesus’s historical existence. As this book requires that Jesus existed as a real flesh and blood man, it is worth reviewing the evidence of his existence.

			Unfortunately, one of the first things one discovers when studying the ancient world is that precious little of what the ancients wrote has made its way down through the ages. For instance, scholars possess less than a third of what Aristotle wrote. Only 35 volumes of Livy’s 142-volume magisterial history of Rome survive intact, and we only have seven of the more than eighty plays written by Aeschylus. Through tantalizing fragments and mentions of earlier books in later Byzantine volumes, historians know of hundreds of major historical works written by ancient authors that are no longer available.

			Over the years, I have contributed several chapters to edited volumes on Alexander the Great without anyone ever concerning themselves with Alexander’s actual existence, even though every ancient reference we have to Alexander was written 250 or more years after his death.[*1] Why? Mainly because we know that the later historians used multiple sources written by persons who are also part of the historical record and that these ancient writings, despite many contradictions among them, all confirm the central narrative of elements of Alexander’s life. Moreover, these surviving narratives are buttressed by substantial archaeological evidence attesting to Alexander’s existence and importance in his own time.

			Still, for other events and persons in ancient history, we have far less evidence than we do for the life of Alexander. For instance, historians only have a single account, by Herodotus, to prove that the Battle of Marathon ever took place. If Herodotus’s account is wrong, we must admit that we know nothing about what was arguably the most important battle of the ancient world.[*2] Historians, however, believe Herodotus presents an accurate account of the battle. Why? There are several reasons, but the most crucial is that we know how history was related during the period. Greece did not harbor thousands of scribes patiently transcribing Herodotus’s work for distribution to a mass audience. Instead, Herodotus earned his silver by reciting passages from his work to paying audiences. As his audiences demanded wonder and entertainment, Herodotus filled his works with fantastic stories about gold-mining ants in India and the rising of the phoenix in Egypt.[*3] But they also paid to hear their own stories’ histories, paying to have them recorded by poets and historians. Fathers who fought at Marathon or in the battles of the Second Persian War—Thermopylae, Salamis, and Plataea—would bring their children to hear the stories of these battles and expect them to be truthful as well as correct in every particular. If Herodotus dared to tell a story that did not align with the known facts, there were literally thousands of eyewitnesses to the events he was narrating who would not hesitate to correct him.

			Herodotus was not the only historian who earned his living in this way. In a mostly illiterate society without television, smartphones, and all the other entertainments of modern life, storytellers were always in demand. Many historians discount historical narratives rooted in a prior oral tradition, claiming they are prone to letting in changes with every retelling. In this regard, historians view oral traditions through the prism of the grade school game of telephone. In that game, one child is given a statement to be whispered in succession to all the students in the class. Inevitably, when the final student repeats the message, it has little resemblance to the original statement. But this discounts the importance that such societies placed on the oral transmission of ideas. Novice storytellers were drilled for years by master storytellers until they could recite every story entrusted to them word for word. Moreover, these stories were recited before sophisticated audiences who had heard most of them many times before and fully expected to listen to them without errors each time. These were societies that valued their traditions and were quick to spot any deviation from the accepted canon. If we extend the telephone game analogy just a bit, picture the game where everyone in the class has already heard the message and where each successive student must repeat the message aloud for all to hear. In this version of the game, the entire student body is on hand to correct anyone who deviates from the original canon immediately.

			This is almost certainly how the Gospel stories were spread among the first generation of Christians. Before they were written down, these stories circulated among the small Christian community that was already intimately familiar with them. Most of them, in fact, had lived through these stories either as participants or interested onlookers. These early Christians were not making up stories as the basis of a new theology; they were retelling their lived experiences. Moreover, as we will discuss later, this oral storytelling was written down within a generation of Jesus’s death when their exactness could be verified by still-living participants in the events surrounding Jesus’s life. Given how the Gospels came into existence, historians should give them a better reception as accurate historical documents than is typically the case. Likely because the Gospels are also the foundation of Christian theology, historians, instead, tend to look for any and all possible reasons to dismiss the New Testament books as historical documents. In doing so, historians employ methods that are the reverse of those they use for all other ancient texts. Typically, when historians encounter ancient works that tell two different versions of the same event, their correct and immediate impulse is to try to merge the two accounts into a seamless narrative. What they do not do is toss aside the contradictions as fabrications of the author’s imagination. For instance, Polybius and Livy’s accounts of the Second Punic War vary remarkably. No reputable historian ever considers throwing out those portions where the two authors disagree. Instead, they work to discover evidence to help develop reasonable explanations for the differences, hoping to synthesize narratives into a seamless tale. Where that is impossible, historians present both versions to their readers, usually along with some analysis of which version is likely more accurate based on the preponderance of all available evidence.

			As we shall see, the Gospels are rarely given the same courtesy. Too often, Gospel narratives of events are considered suspect unless proven by other unrelated sources. Frequently, even this is not enough, as a rather large community of historians have declared all of the Gospels as myths written by a burgeoning Christian cult to defend its existence. Unfortunately for those holding this position, there are near-contemporary, non-Christian sources unrelated to the gospel writers who testify that Jesus did exist. Therefore, if we return to the central question of this chapter—Did Jesus exist?—we can first employ the words of the foremost historian of the early Roman Empire, Tacitus, who wrote about the great fire in Rome during Nero’s reign:

			
				Therefore, to scotch the rumor, Nero substituted as culprits, and punished with the utmost refinements of cruelty, a class of men, loathed for their vices, whom the crowd styled Christians. Christus, the founder of the name, had undergone the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius, by sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilatus and the pernicious superstition was checked for a moment, only to break out once more, not merely in Judaea, the home of the disease, but in the capital itself, where all things horrible or shameful in the world collect and find a vogue.[*4]

			

			Those historians claiming that Jesus is a myth employ two main arguments to discount this passage by an author considered the most careful and reliable of all the historians of ancient Rome. The first and most damning is that a Christian interpolated this passage at a later date. There are two points worthy of note here: First, those holding this position know they are making a claim that cannot be disproven through any available evidence. And second, they are, in an oft-repeated pattern, doing something they do not do with any other passage in the ancient texts: They are declaring a passage as a fantasy purely because it does not suit their preferred narrative.

			Thankfully, most of us are not blinded by preconceived notions and can employ some common sense to determine whether Tacitus wrote the passage. For instance, one wonders what determined Christian zealot—picture a Dark Ages monk working alone in a dank cell—patiently copied Tacitus’s manuscript and then decided that there was an excellent opportunity to mention Christ in this one spot. That done, he considered that he could stop now as his single contribution was surely enough to help propagate the faith for generations of readers to follow. He is a remarkable man indeed, who, once having inserted this single mention of his beloved Christ, resisted all temptation to do so anywhere else in the manuscript. Moreover, one wonders how he managed to capture Tacitus’s exact flow and syntax without having had training as a forger. And lucky for him, no other monk working in some other dank cell ever just copied out the original version without adding Christ to the narrative, leaving our overly zealous monk’s version in perpetual dispute.

			Not enough yet? Take a moment to consider the rest of the passage and note what else our supposed interpolator added or failed to edit out. Would a Christian, willing to add his own passage to Tacitus’s work, also have allowed the line referring to Christians as a “class of men, loathed for their vices” to remain in the work? Similarly, our supposed Christian editor is unlikely to have inserted Christ into the work and then call his own faith a “pernicious superstition” and a “disease”—one of many infecting Rome—“where all things horrible or shameful in the world collect.” Just for a moment, consider the brilliance of this solitary figure plotting how he could add Christ into Tacitus’s text so that it would be believable two thousand years hence. His eureka moment came when he decided to write in the name of Christ and make its inclusion believable by using the rest of the paragraph to blaspheme his god and insult the religion he had dedicated his life to. Does that sound reasonable? This entire passage is the work of a Roman pagan who took a dim view of Christianity. It is also written proof, outside of the Gospels, that Jesus existed.

			The fallback position historians take is easily dispensed with. Here, those who are intent on proving Jesus is a myth claim that Tacitus’s mention of Jesus is a transcription error. This claim is based on a passage in Suetonius, which states that Claudius removed the Jews from Rome because they “constantly made disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus.”[*5] In this telling, Chrestus is a different Jew who was causing trouble during Claudius’s reign, one who is never mentioned again or found in any other text. However, there is general agreement that Chrestus is a misspelling of Christus, one that frequently appears in Christian works, particularly in Greek writings—Chrēstianos in place of Christianos. Moreover, anyone claiming that Tacitus meant someone other than Jesus would have to explain how this other person—Chrestus—managed to get himself executed by Pontius Pilate, as Tacitus spells out, and then started the Christian community that so bothered Nero.

			The second ancient historian mentioning Jesus is Josephus, born four years after Jesus’s crucifixion. He is the author of Jewish Antiquities, a history of the Jewish people from their earliest days to about the middle of the first century, and The Jewish War, which relates to the story of Jerusalem’s destruction and the fall of the Masada Fortress in 73 AD. His extensive works are often used to supplement what is found in the Gospels, as he wrote extensively on many of the personalities found in the New Testament. Thus, if Jesus existed, one would expect to find him mentioned in Josephus’s works, and he is. The first time in Jewish Antiquities:

			
				About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to call him a man. For he was one who performed surprising deeds and was a teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly. He won over many Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. And when, upon the accusation of the principal men among us, Pilate had condemned him to a cross, those who had first come to love him did not cease. He appeared to them spending a third day restored to life, for the prophets of God had foretold these things and a thousand other marvels about him. And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared.[*6]

			

			Following the lead of Catholic priest John P. Meier, historians often remove, without justification, what they consider later Christian testimony, inserted decades or centuries after Josephus wrote his account. If these passages are removed, we get:

			
				About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man. For he was one who performed surprising deeds and was a teacher of such people as accepted the truth gladly. He won over many Jews and many of the Greeks. And when, upon the accusation of the principal men among us, Pilate had condemned him to a cross, those who had first come to love him did not cease. And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared.[*7]

			

			Once again, one wonders about the Christian interpolator who may have added the offending phrases but possessed sufficient restraint to limit himself to changing just this paragraph while refraining from the many other opportunities available within Jewish Antiquities to mention Jesus—remarkable restraint indeed. In fact, there is good reason to believe that there were no later alterations to the passage. Historian Gary J. Goldberg has pointed out that Josephus’s account is so similar to the Emmaus Narrative in Luke—24:19–27—that they were likely both drawn from the same source.[*8]

			Finally, there is another mention of Jesus in Josephus that makes it clear that there had been some discussion of Jesus as Christ or the Messiah at an earlier point in the manuscript:

			
				Having such a character, Ananus thought that with Festus dead and Albinus still on the way, he would have the proper opportunity. Convening the judges of the Sanhedrin, he brought before them the brother of Jesus who was called the Christ, whose name was James, and certain others.[*9]

			

			This passage shows no signs of later Christian interpolation. If a later Christian had entered this passage, one could assume he would have given more praise to James, who is almost always referred to in the New Testament as the “brother of the Lord” and not the brother of Jesus. Also, Josephus is clearly working from sources other than the Gospels, as succeeding passages tell the story of James’s martyrdom, which is not mentioned in the New Testament.

			None of the arguments relating to the possibility of later Christian interpolations of Josephus’s works impact the basic question of whether Jesus ever existed. His mentions of a historical Jesus are widely accepted as part of his original work. Only Josephus’s references to Jesus’s divinity as the Christ or Messiah have been seriously questioned by historians.

			Suppose the works of Tacitus and Josephus stood alone. In that case, they are sufficient evidence that a man named Jesus, who many of his contemporaries believed to be the Messiah or the Christ, lived in Palestine during the reign of Tiberius and was executed by order of Pontius Pilate. But these two works do not stand alone. They are joined by the Gospels, which, although meant to explain the teachings of Jesus, also provide a substantially coherent historical narrative. Thus, we must turn our attention to their reliability as historical documents. But before we do so, it is important to make a first stab at dating the various Gospels. Historians generally agree that most of the Gospels were first written within the lifetime of many of the participants. While there have been extensive debates on the dating of the Gospels, the overwhelming majority of historians believe the Gospel of Mark was written before 66 AD (before the destruction of the Temple by the Romans in 70 AD), while Matthew and Luke were written around 85–90 AD.[*10] The Gospel of John was likely written in the 90s, but possibly as late as 110 AD. That means that Mark was written barely three decades after Jesus’s death when most of the apostles were still alive (Peter was likely crucified two to four years before).

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 That Alexander did exist is attested in biographies written by such ancient historians as Diodorus Siculus, Quintus Curtius Rufus, Arrian, Plutarch, and Justin. None of these writers, however, lived while Alexander was alive. The closest, Diodorus Siculus, was born approximately 250 years after Alexander’s death, and most of the others were writing one or two centuries later than that. They did, however, employ sources handed down by persons who knew Alexander, such as Callisthenes, Alexander’s official historian, and Ptolemy, one of Alexander’s generals. Unfortunately, only minute fragments of these earlier original works survive.

			

			
				*2 Herodotus, The Histories, 6.109–115. Other ancient writers—Plutarch and Nepos—wrote about the battle, but they did so centuries later and added little to the narrative.

			

			
				*3 Herodotus, The Histories, 3.102–105 and 2.73.1, respectively. A possible answer to the myth of the gold-mining ants was offered in The New York Times in 1996. The article speculated that the ants were large marmots that dug up gold as they burrowed into the ground. See Marlise Simons, “Himalayas Offer Clue to the Legend of the Gold Digging Ants,” The New York Times, November 25, 1996.

			

			
				*4 Tacitus, The Annals, 15.44.

			

			
				*5 Suetonius, Claudius, 25.4.

			

			
				*6 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, 18.3.3.

			

			
				*7 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, 18.3.3.

			

			
				*8 See Gary J. Goldberg, “The Coincidences of the Emmaus Narrative of Luke and the Testimonium of Josephus,” The Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha, Vol. 13 (1995), pp. 59–77. This paper also discusses Agapius’s “Arabic Testimonium,” which likely presents a version of Josephus’s work written before any Christian could possibly tamper with it. In Agapius’s work, the passage reads: “At this time there was a wise man who was called Jesus. And his conduct was good and his learning outstanding. And many people from among the Jews and the other nations became his disciples. Pilate condemned him to be crucified and to die. And those who had become his disciples did not abandon their discipleship. They reported that he had appeared to them three days after the crucifixion and that he was alive; accordingly, he was perhaps the Messiah, concerning whom the prophets have recounted wonders.”

			

			
				*9 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, 20.200.

			

			
				*10 Historians and New Testament scholars are in general agreement that Mark’s Gospel, having been written first, was known to Matthew and Luke, and may have been used as source material. It is also certain that Luke wrote Acts. When Acts ends, the apostles Peter and Paul are still alive. As both were killed in the Neronian persecutions between 64 and 67 AD, Mark has to have been written prior to the later date. There is even a strong possibility that it was written a decade before, while Mark was traveling with the apostle Peter.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

			

			Who Wrote the Gospels?

			As in all things related to the Gospels, a substantial number of historians claim that we have no idea who the gospel authors are. We can discount almost all of these commentaries as the authors present almost no evidence contradicting the early fathers of the Church beyond asserting that the ancient sources are wrong. As I have previously pointed out, if we are going to discount all the ancient sources without any other contradictory evidence, then we must admit that we know nothing. As a general rule, one must be very reluctant to dismiss the conclusions of early Church historians—who spent considerable energy on discovering who were the true gospel authors, as well as their sources—as they provide the only evidence still extant.

			For instance, one of these, Papias of Hierapolis, wrote a five-volume work, Exposition of the Sayings of the Lord, at the turn of the first century. This work is, unfortunately, lost to us, except in some excerpts in the works of Irenaeus of Lyons and Eusebius of Caesarea. But we need to pay attention to Papias’s surviving writings because he personally knew the Apostle John and was well acquainted with the daughters of the Apostle Philip, who lived in Hierapolis, where Papias served as Bishop. He likely also knew Philip personally, as the apostle spent the last years of his life in the city and was probably martyred there in 80 AD. As Bishop, he had the opportunity to meet many of Jesus’s first disciples. These were the men and women who, in their youth, would have witnessed Jesus’s actions and heard his words. At worst, Papias received testimony from the first generation, who learned of Jesus’s actions and teachings from those who knew him. Papias was a careful recorder of all he had learned and, in the preface of his volumes, bequeathed us his methodology:

			
				I shall not hesitate also to put into ordered form for you, along with the interpretations, everything I learned carefully in the past from the elders and noted down carefully, for the truth of which I vouch…And if by chance anyone who had been in attendance on the elders arrived, I made inquiries about the words of the elders—what Andrew or Peter had said, or Philip or Thomas or James or John or Matthew or any other of the Lord’s disciples, and whatever Aristion and John the Elder, the Lord’s disciples, were saying.[*1]

			

			A historian employing such close personal testimony to tell the story of any other figure in the ancient world would rightfully claim that, without contemporary contradictory evidence, such a source is unimpeachable. But, as the subject is Jesus, accounts such as that of Papias are often treated as mythmaking despite the absence of clashing evidence. Modern scholars should, at the least, give the voluminous evidence left by early Church historians the same weight they do other ancient sources, as it is often built upon a foundation of eyewitness testimony. Thus, my account of who wrote the Gospels will closely follow the traditional accounts, and not just because of the warning Papias placed at the end of his works, aimed at anyone who doubted his work:

			
				If anyone does not agree to these truths, he despises the companions of the Lord; nay more, he despises Christ Himself the Lord; yea, he despises the Father also, and stands self-condemned, resisting and opposing his own salvation.

			

			Alas, my editors would never allow me to add a similar sentiment to my own publications.

			Although none of the gospel authors are named in the Gospels, there is every reason to believe that the author of Mark is John Mark, who first appears in the New Testament in Acts 12:12.[*2] He was a close associate of both Peter and Paul and was apparently with Peter in his later years in Rome. Thus, the Gospel of Mark is the story of Christ’s life and teachings as Peter related them to John Mark.[*3] As a close associate of Paul, John Mark was almost certainly with him when he visited the leaders of the early Church in Jerusalem, giving him ample opportunity to hear the testimony of others who had personally known and walked with Jesus, including his brother, James.

			The Gospel of Luke is actually written by a later disciple of Jesus. Luke, a doctor and a learned man, was a close friend of Paul’s and is often mentioned in Paul’s epistles. Luke is also the author of Acts and tells us that he joined Paul on his second and third missionary journeys and later went with him to Rome. At the very start of his work, Luke tells us that he is not a witness to the events detailed in his Gospel. Instead, he takes on the role of a historian from the start, stating: “Since many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things fully attested among us…it seemed good to me also, having meticulously traced everything again from the top, to write it down in sequence.”[*4] Among the early Christian fathers, there was no doubt that Doctor Luke was the author of a Gospel and that he was a close associate of many of the original apostles.

			Although there is a bit of room in the ancient sources to believe that the Gospel According to John was written by someone other than the Apostle John, the overwhelming amount of evidence indicates that the apostle wrote the final Gospel. This evidence includes many references to the author as the apostle Jesus loved inside the Gospel. Also, there are several instances in the Gospel of John where the author places himself in proximity to Peter, indicating that the author was part of Jesus’s inner circle. To this could be added many small references to trivial details, such as the number of water jars at the wedding in Cana, that indicate the author was a firsthand witness.[*5] Finally, the early Church father Irenaeus, who had access to Papias’s volumes, claims that he was told by Polycarp (Bishop of Smyrna, and the Apostle John’s close friend and disciple): “Afterwards, John, the disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon His breast, did himself publish a gospel during his residence at Ephesus in Asia.”[*6]

			The problem that John’s Gospel has always presented to historians is that it is so different from the three other Gospels—the synoptic Gospels. Once again, forests have been cleared discussing all aspects of these differences and how they impact the quest to discover the true authorship of the Gospel of John. At their core, the arguments that John was not the author are based on the presumption that the Apostle John, having lived the same experiences as the other apostles, would have written a work similar to the synoptics—Matthew, Mark, and Luke. But John, writing sometime after 80 AD, was well aware that the other three Gospels were already circulating and he likely had read them. He also could see that these earlier gospel authors were writing for particular audiences: Mark was writing for Jews and early Christians in Rome, Matthew was writing for those in Palestine, while Luke was writing for a particular person, Theophilus, with the aim of introducing Jesus’s story to a Greek-speaking population.

			All of these authors were writing in the generation after Jesus’s death for an audience keen on hearing what Jesus had said during his lifetime. This, however, was not John’s audience. He had little interest in addressing an audience spread across the breadth of the Roman Empire who were already familiar with the synoptic Gospels. John was writing at a time when the burgeoning Christian community had accepted the Gospels and was looking for someone to tell them what they meant in their present lives. As Clement of Alexandria, writing toward the end of the first century, stated: “John, last of all, seeing that the plain facts had been clearly set forth in the Gospels, and being urged by his acquaintances, composed a spiritual Gospel under the divine inspiration of the Spirit.”[*7] But even if we accept that John the Apostle wrote most of the Gospel of John, it is almost certain that he had help. There are even indications, toward the end of the Gospel, that John died before completing it, leaving it to one of his disciples to add the finishing verses and make internal edits.

			Matthew is the most difficult of the Gospels to attribute to a particular person, as the internal hints in the Gospel itself are minimal, and there is no evidence otherwise available. The early Church fathers were convinced that the Apostle Matthew was the author. This includes Papias, who wrote: “Matthew put together the oracles [of the Lord] in the Hebrew language, and each one interpreted them as best he could.”[*8] As there is no existing text of the Hebrew version of Matthew’s Gospel, and the earliest versions in Greek do not appear to be a translation, some have doubted Papias’s statement. But it is supported by Eusebius, who, writing in the fourth century, states that one of the Church leaders at the end of the second century, Pantaenus, had acquired a Hebrew version of Matthew’s Gospel in India. As Eusebius wrote: “It is reported that among persons there who knew of Christ, he found the Gospel according to Matthew, which had anticipated his own arrival. For Bartholomew, one of the apostles had preached to them, and left with them the writing of Matthew in the Hebrew language, which they had preserved till that time.”[*9] As for the internal evidence, we have to limit ourselves to the fact that the author of Matthew presents far more information on financial matters and taxes than all of the other books of the New Testament combined, which is precisely the kind of information one might expect from a man who was a tax collector before Jesus recruited him as one of his apostles.

			The most common reason scholars employ to dismiss the idea that Matthew the Apostle was the author of the Gospel bearing his name is that a large part of his work appears to be copied from the Gospel of Mark, and that a true apostle would rely on his own memories rather than copy those of another.[*10] This is poor gruel for rejecting scholars such as Papias, who personally knew several of the apostles. Also, it neglects a very human tendency toward laziness. If the stories that Mark wrote are substantially true, why not use them and add one’s own personal recollections to that collection, as Matthew does? For those who track such things, approximately a quarter of Matthew’s Gospel is unique to that work.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, 3.39. Note: Aristion was the Bishop of Smyrna, who was one of the original disciples, a witness to Jesus’s life, and a close companion to the Apostle Paul.

			

			
				*2 Despite the Gospels not naming the authors within their text, every surviving ancient text of the Gospels, dating from the second century forward, name the same four writers in their titles, e.g., The Gospel According to Matthew or The Gospel According to Luke. Clearly, the first Christians knew who had written the four canonical Gospels.

			

			
				*3 Papias of Hierapolis, a father of the Church who spent much of his life gathering information on the origins of the Gospels, mostly by interviewing eyewitnesses toward the end of the first century, wrote: “Mark, having become Peter’s translator, wrote down accurately whatever he remembered. It was not, however, in exact order that he related the sayings or deeds of Christ. For he neither heard the Lord nor accompanied him…He accompanied Peter, who accommodated his instructions to the necessities of his hearers, but with no intention of giving an ordered narrative of the Lord’s sayings. Wherefore Mark made no mistake in writing things as he remembered them. Of one thing he took special care, not to omit anything he had heard, and not to put anything fictitious into the statements.” None of Papias’s multiple volumes exist today. Most of what we know about his writing comes from excerpts used by Eusebius in his history of the early Church, written in the fourth century.

			

			
				*4 Luke 1.1–4.

			

			
				*5 John 2:6.

			

			
				*6 Polycarp, Against Heresies, 3.1. Polycarp, drawing from and supporting Papias, states the following about the authorship of the other Gospels: “Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, while Peter and Paul were preaching at Rome, and laying the foundations of the Church. After their departure, Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, did also hand down to us in writing what had been preached by Peter. Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a book the Gospel preached by him.”

			

			
				*7 Eusebius, History of the Church, 6.14.

			

			
				*8 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, 3.39, is currently the main extant source for Papias’s writings.

			

			
				*9 Eusebius, History of the Church, 5.10.3–4.

			

			
				*10 This is currently the position of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. See https://bible.usccb.org/​bible/​matthew/​0?bk=Matthew&ch=.

			

		

	
		
			Are the Gospels Reliable?

			In his magisterial work, The New Oxford Annotated Bible, Michael D. Coogan plainly lays out the current historical consensus on the Gospels:

			
				A historical genre does not necessarily guarantee historical accuracy or reliability, and neither the evangelists nor their first readers engaged in historical analysis. Their aim was to confirm Christian faith (Lk 1.4; Jn 20.31). Scholars generally agree that the Gospels were written forty to sixty years after the death of Jesus. They do not present eyewitness or contemporary accounts of Jesus’ life and teaching.[*1]

			

			When I first started writing my previous book on the strategy of the Roman Empire, the consensus opinion was that the Romans were incapable of planning or executing a long-term strategy.[*2] In fact, most historians held that the Romans were incapable of even thinking in strategic terms. No historian believes that today. When I asked one leading historian of ancient history why I was not getting any pushback on my belief that the Romans were very sophisticated strategic thinkers, he replied, “You convinced us.” Similarly, I hope to convince all of you that the above statement is ahistorical nonsense and needs serious parsing.

			First, no one claims that a historical genre guarantees historical accuracy, as thousands of published history books get much of their narrative wrong. Moreover, at a minimum, the synoptic Gospels were not written to confirm the Christian faith, as, during Christianity’s first centuries, it was assumed that anyone reading the Gospels had already accepted the faith. If we look at the passage of Luke that Coogan mentions, it is clear that Luke is not confirming the Christian faith. Instead, Luke confirms that the recorded history of Jesus’s life and teaching are true—the exact opposite of what Coogan states.[*3] Finally, even if the Gospels had been written to confirm the faith of believers, that would not mean that the history within them is inaccurate. In fact, the opposite is true, for if the historical portions of the Gospels were shown to be false, it would undermine the faith.

			

			—

			The reliability of the Gospels as contemporary accounts of Jesus’s life must rely primarily upon who wrote them and what sources they employed. Coogan, in fact, tries to create doubt about the authenticity of the Gospels by declaring that they were not written by contemporary authors. How could they possibly be, as they were written “forty to sixty years” after Jesus’s death? Coogan and those who accept his consensus view apparently believe that no eyewitness to Jesus’s life could possibly have been alive so long after Jesus’s death. Moreover, as explained a bit later, the evidence calls for a much earlier dating for Mark and Matthew’s accounts than Coogan states. I mostly agree that the Gospels were written between 64 and 80 AD, with a strong possibility that Mark and Matthew were written as much as twenty years earlier. I also believe there is strong evidence that the Gospels were almost certainly written by eyewitnesses (Matthew and John) or were related by the apostles directly to the authors (Mark and Luke).[*4]

			Those who believe that the Apostles would all be dead by the time the Gospels were written are misinterpreting the data. Although the average life expectancy within the Roman Empire was only twenty-five, this low number is a consequence of high infant and child mortality. If you made it to adulthood, your chances of a long life hugely increased. An examination of the surviving Roman gravestones (epitaphs) in North Africa indicates that 30 percent of the Roman adult population was over age seventy, and over 4 percent made it to one hundred.[*5] If we assume that most of the gospel writers or their informants were Jesus’s age, with at least John being a decade younger (he was known as a young firebrand), there is a decent chance that most of them were still alive fifty years after Jesus’s death, when they would have been in their seventies or eighties. In fact, ancient sources state that John lived past one hundred. We also know that Peter was killed during the Neronian persecutions in 64–67 AD, meaning if he was about Jesus’s age, he was approximately seventy years old when he was crucified. In any event, Peter’s execution took place more than thirty years after Jesus’s death, leaving him plenty of time to tell his story to John Mark. We have no information that can attest to Matthew’s date of death. As for Luke, it hardly matters, as he claims to have gotten his information from the witnesses to Jesus’s life, and he was alive in the years when that was easily possible to accomplish.

			Undoubtedly, all of the Gospels relate what was already being told as part of an oral tradition of Jesus’s life and ministry. Remember, this oral history of Jesus’s life was presented to audiences that had witnessed the related events. Moreover, a significant percentage of these audiences were still alive when the oral traditions were first written down. These first written Gospels were publicly recited before audiences that would be quick to spot any deviation from their lived experiences.

			There would have been far fewer actual witnesses to the events of Jesus’s life when Luke’s Gospel began to spread. But fewer does not mean none. Even in 80 AD, there would still have been a few—by now, esteemed Church elders—in a position to call out any errors Luke made. Moreover, the second generation of believers was the main audience for the written Gospels. These were men and women who may not have been witnesses to Jesus’s life but were likely to have met the apostles and other original disciples of Jesus. This meant that they had first heard the Gospel stories from the original witnesses and would have been a difficult audience to sneak a new tradition past.

			But what if all of the Gospels had been written by non-witnesses to Jesus’s life, as is the case for Mark and Luke’s works? Should that bother a historian? Consider that no one considers Herodotus’s accounts of the Greco-Persian Wars unreliable because he collected them from living witnesses, having never witnessed the events of those wars for himself. Do we throw away Thucydides’s history of the Peloponnesian War because he only witnessed a portion of it and had to rely on the accounts of others to build out a complete history? Is Polybius’s history of the Second Punic War to be discarded because he was not present and had to build his narrative second- and thirdhand? Unfortunately, historians are willing, even eager, to reject Gospel sources for reasons that they would never countenance for any other ancient historical work.

			By using modern historical methods, which historians employ for every other ancient source, we arrive at a default position that we will adhere to throughout this work. That is that the Gospels relate a mostly accurate historical narrative, requiring substantial contrary evidence before discarding their version of Jesus’s life and times. That does not mean that every story told in the Gospels is entirely accurate. And no historian would ever make such a claim for any ancient source. There are passages in different Gospel accounts that contradict one another. But when this occurs, many historians have been much too quick to dismiss these events as fantasies or myths. But, when working with other ancient sources, historians instinctively try to reconcile them. This courtesy, however, is never extended to the Gospels. Too many historians are also quick to discount portions of one Gospel if that story is not found in any other Gospel. Here, we have another example of historians employing a methodology for the Gospels that they eschew in every other case. For instance, the four ancient accounts we have for Alexander the Great all include multiple events not found in the other accounts. Historians do not routinely dismiss these events, only attested to in a single source, as fabrications of that author. Instead, they work assiduously to blend all the ancient accounts of Alexander’s life into a seamless whole, as they should. Historians accept that the histories of Thucydides and Herodotus accurately depict events, although we have no other written sources to corroborate them. But when we have “four” Gospel narratives that, at their core, tell the same story, suddenly historians believe they must start finding ways to dismiss their historical accuracy.

			Even the telling of fantastic origin stories rarely causes historians to discount the remaining historical material found in such works. For instance, Plutarch relates that Alexander’s mother’s womb was struck by lightning on her wedding night and that her husband, Philip of Macedon, suspected a snake had impregnated her. None of this is ever used to discount the rest of Plutarch’s narrative. But as the supposed virgin birth of Jesus is a matter of faith that defies science, it is often used to declare the entirety of
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