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Who was Jesus, historically speaking?  Every generation or so scholars of the Bible find themselves returning again to this very old, yet very important question.  For Christians—and to a lesser extent, anyone involved in the course and flow of Western history—it is a question about origins, about roots, about beginnings.  It is an orienting question that takes us back to basics.  How did Christianity begin?  Who was this person in whom generation upon generation of Christians have claimed to see God, in whose name Christians have risen to the heights of what it means to be human in acts of care and compassion, and sunk to the very depths of demonic possession in acts of brutal oppression and violence? . . .  The quest for the historical Jesus involves more than mere historical inquiry into the life of a famous and influential person.  It is a loaded question.  It has become a question about ourselves and our search for God.

With the stakes so high, one would think that the question of the historical Jesus would have been answered long ago.  But it has not been—at least not to everyone’s satisfaction . . . [Even] while it is an enormously important question, it is also one of the most difficult historical questions to answer.  We simply do not have very much historical information about Jesus.  The ancient historians leave us helpless; the Christian texts at our disposal leave us confused.  To ask about the historical Jesus is to begin with a problem.  Let us begin with the historians.

The Historians

Jesus came of age and spent his brief career under the reign of Tiberius Caesar, who succeeded Augustus in the year 14 C. E., and ruled until 37 C. E., well after Jesus’ execution . . . Jesus was an obscure figure in a remote part of the world.  For centuries he would go unnoticed and unknown.  Outside Christian circles, virtually no one took note of his life or death, virtually, that is, for we do have a few brief notices . . . [e.g., Tacitus, Flavius Josephus]

[Josephus, who was a Jewish historian,] is more complimentary about his cultural cousin than is Tacitus.  However, he is not so complimentary as the Christian monastics (who preserved the manuscripts of Josephus) would have us believe.  When reading Josephus one must always be wary of the presence of interpolations added by Christian scribes to bring this important voice to bear witness to the Christian gospel.  In the following quotation from Josephus’s Antiquities of the Jews I have indicated (in brackets) those places where scholars agree that a Christian hand has intruded:

About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man [if indeed one ought to call him a man].  For he was one who wrought surprising feats 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.]  When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of the highest standing among us, had condemned him to be crucified, those who had in the first place come to love him did not give up their affection for him. [On the third day he appeared to them restored to life, for the prophets of God had prophesied these countless other marvelous things about him.]  And the tribe of Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared.

Josephus tells us more than Tacitus, but not much more.  Jesus was a Jewish religious figure, who was arrested and crucified under Pontius Pilate.  That is all we know from Josephus.  The handful of other Jewish references to Jesus scattered through the later rabbinic literature do not add much . . .

All we learn from them is that Jesus was a Jewish teacher of wisdom with a reputation for sorcery, who had a few disciples, and perhaps a somewhat larger following, which, after his execution at the hands of Roman authorities, did not entirely give up on him.  For some, that much is enough.  For those who want more, we must turn to the documents produced by those unflappable hangers-on—in the words of Josephus, that “tribe of Christians.” 

Paul the Apostle

Of that tribe, the first person to have left behind anything in writing was Paul of Tarsus.  But in all his letters Paul never speaks of Jesus’ life and seldom even refers to something Jesus might have said during his lifetime.  This is understandable, for Paul never knew Jesus personally.  Paul became part of the following of Jesus only after Jesus had been crucified . . . any help Paul may offer the historian interested in the historical Jesus will be only indirect help . . .  Paul will not be a primary source of information about the historical Jesus . . . Like it or not, to hear anything of Jesus’ life, we must wait several years for the writing of the first gospels.

The Synoptic Gospels and Q

There are four gospels in the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  The last of these, John, is probably of little value to the historian.  Its view of Jesus is quite different from the others, both in terms of the events it describes and the message its Jesus preaches.  Since the nineteenth century scholars have regarded John as more of spiritual reflection on Jesus, with only loose connections to the historical person.  Today, many regard it as a quasi-Gnostic interpretation of Jesus . . .

The other three, Matthew, Mark, and Luke are closely related.  Since the eighteenth century, scholars have noticed that they share a common view of Jesus’ ministry.  This is why they are called the synoptic gospels, from the Greek word meaning “seeing together.” . . . 

[There is] a large amount of material shared by Matthew and Luke, but not found in Mark.  This material was most intriguing.  In it there is a relatively high degree of verbal agreement between Matthew and Luke.  Each also uses it in more or less the same order.  However, they almost always insert it differently into Mark’s outline.  It is as though they shared a list of sayings, parables, and the like, but no blueprint for where these things should go in the life of Jesus.  Based upon these observations [nineteenth-century scholars] proposed a second hypothesis: that in addition to Mark, which provided the basic outline for a life of Jesus, Matthew and Luke also had a second source, consisting primarily of sayings and parables.  Since this source did not survive the ancient period, Weisse simply called it the “Source” in German “Quelle.”  Later this was simply shortened to the simple siglum “Q.”  Thus was born the two-source hypothesis, namely, that Matthew and Luke had two sources: Mark and a second source, now lost, which we call Q.  Since it did not survive, this second source, Q, must be reconstructed rather imperfectly by extracting it from Matthew and Luke.

These four sources were all written in the last half of the first century.  The earliest was probably Q, around 50-60 C.E.  Mark was written a short time later, near the end of the Jewish War for independence from Rome, in about 70 C.E. . . .  Matthew and Luke were written a generation or so later, or at least long enough for Mark to have circulated and gained some currency . . . [14-22]

The Oral Tradition

Accuracy is not an absolute concept, but a relative one.  One’s accuracy in achieving a goal depends on the goal one is seeking to achieve.  We tend to associate accuracy in a literary milieu with verbatim, objective accuracy.  We can expect that kind of accuracy today because it is achievable—with writing, recording devices, computers, and the like.  But this was not the case in antiquity.  In Mark’s cultural milieu only about 10 percent of the people could read or write.  People operated orally.  No thought was given to writing things down.  This was simply an expensive, technological luxury too costly to be part of most people’s reality.  Ninety percent of the people in first-century Roman society never wrote or read anything.  In such a milieu “accuracy” comes to mean something quite different.  In a culture that is for the most part oral, verbatim accuracy is not achievable for most people.  Thus, most people in antiquity would never have tried for verbatim accuracy—it barely exists as a concept in antiquity . . .

The predominantly oral culture in which our gospels were written is one of the major barriers to working with them as though they were historically accurate accounts.  Because so few people had access to the basic tools of literacy, most of what we read in the gospels was passed along by word of mouth for generations before it was ever written down.  And once gospels like Mark or Q were written down, the oral tradition did not cease to be the source of most people’s information about Jesus . . . The study of how traditional stories about Jesus were passed along orally is called form criticism.  Form criticism attempts to take seriously the realities of an oral culture.  For example, in the absence of widespread literacy, most of what is not useful on an ongoing basis in an oral culture is simply forgotten.  Whatever is not repeated is lost.  This means that the things that were remembered about Jesus were remembered because they were useful in the ongoing life of early Christian communities . . .

The idea that everything we read in scripture is literally, historically true simply could not be maintained . . .  The question of the historical Jesus arose when scholars first began to notice that the gospel texts come with an entire worldview, an ancient worldview that grants the plausibility of things a modern worldview simply will not. [25-28]  

QUESTIONS

1) Why is it difficult to pin down Jesus as an historical figure?

2) What is meant by the term “synoptic Gospels”?  Explain in your own words.

