THE REAL JESUS

Non-Biblical Historical References to Jesus Christ

Outside of Scripture there exists several historical documents that attest to the fact that a man known as Jesus of Nazareth lived in the vicinity of Galilee, was a wise rabbi, or teacher, who was considered a rebel to the ruling Jewish leaders of the time.  He was well regarded as a man capable of performing amazing feats that defied explanation and was eventually crucified by the Romans.  These extra-Biblical histories also record the fact that it was widely believed that he rose from the dead and as a result fathered a new religion whose followers were known as Christians, because the believed him to have been the Messiah, foretold in the Old Testament.

The following are but a sampling of some of the extra-Biblical writings.

Flavius Josephus

Flavius Josephus (37 - 100 AD), a Jewish general and member of the priestly aristocracy of the Jews, turned to the side of the Roman Empire in the great Jewish revolt of 66-70 AD. Josephus spent the rest of his life in or around Rome as an advisor and historian to three emperors, Vespasian, Titus and Domitian. 

For centuries, the works of Josephus were more widely read in Europe than any book other than the Bible. They are invaluable sources of eyewitness testimony to the development of Western civilization, including the foundation and growth of Christianity in the 1st Century.

Remarkably, Flavius Josephus mentions New Testament events and people in some of his works. This is some of the most significant evidence against the myth/legend theories surrounding skepticism in the validity of early Christianity. Here are some excerpts I found fascinating:

     
 At this time there was a wise man who was called Jesus. And his conduct 
was good, and he was known to be virtuous. And many people from 
among the Jews and other nations became his disciples. Pilate 
condemned him to be crucified and to die. And those who had become his 
disciples did not abandon his discipleship. They reported that he had 
appeared to them three days after his crucifixion and that he was alive; 
accordingly, he was perhaps the Messiah concerning whom the prophets 
have recounted wonders. 

***

      
After the death of the procurator Festus, when Albinus was about to 
succeed him, the high-priest Ananius considered it a favorable opportunity 
to assemble the Sanhedrin. He therefore caused James the brother of 
Jesus, who was called Christ, and several others, to appear before this 
hastily assembled council, and pronounced upon them the sentence of 
death by stoning. All the wise men and strict observers of the law who 
were at Jerusalem expressed their disapprobation of this act...Some even 
went to Albinus himself, who had departed to Alexandria, to bring this 
breach of the law under his observation, and to inform him that Ananius 
had acted illegally in assembling the Sanhedrin without the Roman 
authority.

***

      
Now some of the Jews thought that the destruction of Herod's army came 
from God, and that very justly, as a punishment of what he did against 
John, that was called the Baptist: for Herod slew him, who was a good 
man, and commanded the Jews to exercise virtue, both as to 
righteousness towards one another, and piety towards God, and so to 
come to baptism; for that the washing [with water] would be acceptable to 
him, if they made use of it, not in order to the putting away [or the 
remission] of some sins [only], but for the purification of the body; 
supposing still that the soul was thoroughly purified beforehand by 
righteousness.

These three quotes from "Josephus" really speak for themselves! Professor Shlomo Pines, a well-known Israeli scholar, discusses the fact of Jesus' historicity and the references to Jesus by Flavius Josephus:

      
In fact, as far as probabilities go, no believing Christian could have 
produced such a neutral text: for him the only significant point about it 
could have been its attesting the historical evidence of Jesus. But the fact 
is that until modern times this particular hare (i.e. claiming Jesus is a 
hoax) was never started. Even the most bitter opponents of Christianity 
never expressed any doubt as to Jesus having really lived.
Cornelius Tacitus

Cornelius Tacitus (c. 55 - 120 AD) was considered a great historian of ancient Rome. His masterpiece, Annals, is represented by a two-volume set (chapters 1-6, with one surviving manuscript; and chapters 11-16, known as Historiae, with 32 surviving manuscripts). 1

As background, on July 19, 64 AD, a fire started in Rome that burned for nine days, finally destroying nearly three-quarters of the city. According to Tacitus, rumors spread that the fire was planned by the wickedly unstable Emperor Nero himself. In response, Nero created a diversion by calling for the torture and execution of Christians.

      
Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of  one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the world find their centre and become popular. 


Accordingly, an arrest was first made of all who pleaded guilty; then, upon their information, an immense multitude was convicted, not so much of the crime of firing the city, as of hatred against mankind. Mockery of every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, they were 
torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames and burnt, to serve as a nightly illumination, when daylight had expired. Nero offered his gardens for the spectacle, and was exhibiting a show in the circus, while he mingled with the people in the dress of a charioteer or stood aloft on a car. Hence, even for criminals who deserved extreme and exemplary punishment, there arose a feeling of compassion; for it was not, as it seemed, for the public good, but to glut one man's cruelty, that they were being destroyed.

From Cornelius Tacitus, probably the leading Roman historian of the period, there's no doubt that Christians existed in 64 AD. In addition, they faced "hideous persecution" for their belief in Christ, a true historical figure who was executed in Judaea during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of Pontius Pilate.

The Dead Sea Scrolls and Prophecy

The Dead Sea Scrolls have been called the greatest manuscript discovery of modern times. They were discovered between 1947 and 1956 in eleven caves along the northwest shore of the Dead Sea. 

They are comprised of the remains of approximately 825 to 870 separate scrolls, represented by tens of thousands of fragments. The texts are most commonly made of animal skins, but also papyrus and one of copper. Most of the texts are written in Hebrew and Aramaic, with a few in Greek.

The Dead Sea Scrolls appear to be the library of a Jewish sect, considered most likely the Essenes. The Essenes were strictly observant Jewish scribes. The library appears to have been hidden away in caves around the outbreak of the First Jewish Revolt (66-70 AD) as the Roman army advanced against the Jews.

The Dead Sea Scrolls can be divided into two categories -- biblical and non-biblical. Fragments of every book of the Old Testament have been discovered, except for the book of Esther. Now identified among the scrolls are 19 fragments of Isaiah, 25 fragments of Deuteronomy and 30 fragments of the Psalms. The virtually intact "Isaiah Scroll", which contains some of the most dramatic Messianic prophecy, is 1,000 years older than any previously known manuscript of Isaiah.

Based on various dating methods, including paleographic, and scribal methodology, the Dead Sea Scrolls are accepted to have been written during the period from about 200 B.C. to 68 AD. Many crucial Messianic manuscripts (such as Psalm 22, Isaiah 53 and Isaiah 61) date to at least 100 BC. As such, the Dead Sea Scrolls have revolutionized textual criticism of the Old Testament and Messianic prophecy. 

We now have dramatic evidence that the key Messianic prophecies contained in today's Old Testament are the same Messianic prophecies that existed prior to the time Jesus walked this earth. There was no contrivance after-the-fact... There was no conspiracy... Simply, Jesus fulfilled the requirements of the Jewish Messiah!

The Old Testament that we read today is substantively the same as existed before the birth of Jesus. This means that the over 300 Old Testament prophecies of the coming Messiah were in black-and-white before the New Testament writers were even on the scene.
Martyrdom: Christian Persecution

Eleven of the 12 apostles, and many of the other early disciples, died for their adherence to the Gospel accounts of Christ. This is so spectacular, since they all witnessed the alleged events surrounding Jesus, his ministry, his crucifixion and his resurrection, and still went to their deaths defending them. 

Why is this spectacular, when many throughout history have died martyred deaths for a religious belief? 

Because people don't die for a lie. 

Look at human nature throughout history. No conspiracy can be maintained when life or liberty is at stake. Dying for a belief is one thing, but numerous eyewitnesses dying for a known lie is quite another.

Here's an account of early Christian persecution, as compiled from numerous sources outside the Bible, the most-famous of which is Foxes' Christian Martyrs of the World:1

1) Around 34 A.D., one year after the crucifixion of Jesus, Stephen was thrown out of Jerusalem and stoned to death. Approximately 2,000 Christians suffered martyrdom in Jerusalem during this period. 

2) About 10 years later, James, the son of Zebedee and the elder brother of John, was killed when Herod Agrippa arrived as governor of Judea. Agrippa detested the Christian sect of Jews, and many early disciples were martyred under his rule, including Timon and Parmenas. 

3) Around 54 A.D., Philip, a disciple from Bethsaida, in Galilee, suffered martyrdom at Heliopolis, in Phrygia. He was scourged, thrown into prison, and afterwards crucified. 

4) About six years later, Matthew, the tax-collector from Nazareth who wrote one of the Gospels, was preaching in Ethiopia when he suffered martyrdom by the sword. 

5) James, the brother of Jesus, an unbeliever and skeptic unti8l he came face to face with the risen Lord, administered the early church in Jerusalem and was the author of a biblical text by his name. At age 94, he was beaten and stoned, and finally had his brains bashed out with a club.

6) Matthias was the apostle who filled the vacant place of Judas. He was stoned at Jerusalem and then beheaded. 

7) Andrew was the brother of Peter who preached throughout Asia. On his arrival at Edessa, he was arrested and crucified on a cross, the two ends of which were fixed transversely in the ground (this is where we get the term, St. Andrew's Cross). 

8) Mark was converted to Christianity by Peter, and then transcribed Peter's account of Jesus in his Gospel. Mark was dragged to pieces by the people of Alexandria in front of Serapis, their pagan idol. 

9) It appears Peter was condemned to death and crucified at Rome. Jerome holds that Peter was crucified upside down, at his own request, because he said he was unworthy to be crucified in the same manner as his Lord. 

10) Paul suffered in the first persecution under Nero. Paul's faith was so dramatic in the face of martyrdom, that the authorities removed him to a private place for execution by the sword.

11) In about 72 A.D., Jude, the brother of James who was commonly called Thaddeus, was crucified at Edessa. 

12) Bartholomew preached in several countries and translated the Gospel of Matthew into the language of India. He was cruelly beaten and then crucified by idolaters there. 

13) Thomas, called Didymus, preached in Parthia and India, where he was thrust through with a spear by a group of pagan priests. 

14) Luke was the author of the Gospel under his name. He traveled with Paul through various countries and is supposed to have been hanged on an olive tree by idolatrous priests in Greece. 

15) Barnabas, of Cyprus, was killed without many known facts in about 73 A.D. 

16) Simon, surnamed Zelotes, preached in Mauritania, Africa, and even in Britain, where he was crucified in about 74 A.D. 

17) John, the "beloved disciple," was the brother of James. From Ephesus he was ordered to Rome, where he was cast into a cauldron of boiling oil. He escaped by miracle, without injury. Domitian afterwards banished him to the Isle of Patmos, where John wrote the last book of the Bible, Revelation. He was the only apostle who escaped a violent death.

Christian persecution didn't slow the growth of the Christian faith during the first few centuries after Jesus. Even as its early leaders died horrible deaths, Christianity flourished throughout the Roman Empire. How can this historical record of martyrdom be viewed as anything but powerful evidence for the truth of the Christian faith - a faith grounded in historical events and eyewitness testimonies?
The Empty Tomb

Finally, I took a look at some of the academic scholarship regarding the empty tomb of Jesus. I was truly surprised to find that a large majority of scholars today agree that Christ's tomb was found empty.

Consider...

1 The Jerusalem Factor: Since Jesus was publicly executed and buried in Jerusalem, it would have been impossible for Christianity to begin in Jerusalem while the body was still in the tomb. Christ's enemies in the Jewish leadership and Roman government would only have to exhume the corpse and publicly display it for the hoax of the empty tomb to be shattered.

2 The Jewish Response: Rather than point to an occupied tomb, the Jewish leadership accused Christ's disciples of stealing his body. Wouldn't this strategy seem to establish that there was, in fact, an empty tomb and a missing body?1

3 The Women's Testimony: In all four Gospel accounts of the empty tomb, women are listed as the primary witnesses. This would be an odd invention, since in both Jewish and Roman cultures women were not esteemed and their testimony was not admissible.

When you understand the role of women in first-century Jewish society, what's really extraordinary is that this empty tomb story should feature women as the discoverers of the empty tomb in the first place. Women were on a very low rung of the social ladder in first-century Palestine. 

There are old rabbinical sayings that said, 'Let the words of Law be burned rather than delivered to women' and 'blessed is he whose children are male, but woe to him whose children are female.' Women's testimony was regarded as so worthless that they weren't even allowed to serve as legal witnesses in a Jewish court of Law. In light of this, it's absolutely remarkable that the chief witnesses to the empty tomb are these women... 

Any later legendary account would have certainly portrayed male disciples as discovering the tomb -- Peter or John, for example. The fact that women are the first witnesses to the empty tomb is most plausibly explained by the reality that -- like it or not -- they were the discoverers of the empty tomb! This shows that the Gospel writers faithfully recorded what happened, even if it was embarrassing. This bespeaks the historicity of this tradition rather than its legendary status. 

Crucifixion 

Ancient Hebrew texts reveal that both Jews and Romans hated the practice of crucifixion because of its extreme cruelty. It is well known among historians and 1st Century scholars that crucifixion was a form of capital punishment reserved for slaves and those who were perceived as a direct threat to Rome. This explains why Pontius Pilate chose crucifixion as the penalty for Jesus Christ, since Jesus claimed a form of "Kingship" that threatened those in religious and political power.

In 1878, a stone inscription was found in Nazareth containing a decree from Emperor Claudius of Rome. The official decree announced that graves must not be disturbed, nor bodies removed. The punishment for violators was death. Interestingly, this stone slab is dated to about 50 AD, and prior to this time, grave-robbing was not considered a capital offense. 

It is widely believed by scholars that Claudius probably issued this decree as a result of the turmoil caused by the early preaching of the resurrection of Jesus, which actually caused major riots in 49 AD, when non-believing Jews declared that the body of Jesus had been stolen by his followers.

Myth, Folklore and Legend

Experts who have studied the birth of myth, folklore, and legend have concluded that for a revised version of fact to take the place of objective truth within a relatively small and specific geographical region a total of three generations must pass.  The reason for this is really quite simple – until such time passes, there are still surviving people within this geographical range who have first-hand knowledge of the correct order of events.  

Thus, enough time must pass to ensure that no one is still around who is capable of refuting an inflated or mythical reinterpretation of any given publicly well known event.  Based on this it is highly unlikely that the apostles could have successfully created a version of the accounts of miracles and post-crucifixion resurrection that differed from the known truth in the immediate geographical location.

