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A Summary Critique: Questioning the Existence of Jesus

Did Jesus Exist?
G. A Wells
Pambarton

The Historical Evidence
for Jesus

G. A Wells
Promatheus Boaks

Seldom have recent scholars questioned or
denied the historizal existence of Jesus, Of the
very faw who have, G. A. Wells is probably the
best known. Actually, Walls, a professor of
Garman at Birbeck College, University of
Landon, is not a specialist in this area, but a
salf-proclaimed “amateur.” Nanetheless, since
his books are actively promoted through
Prometheus Press in New Yark and widely read
by critics and lay peopla alike, his arguments
baar examination.!

The vast majarity of scholars, both con-
servative and liberal alike, generally disdain
radical theses that question the very existence
of Jesus. As far as most schalars ara concarn-
ed, the historicity of Jasus is an astablished
fact. For example, even theologian Rudalf
Bultmann asserted, “By no means are we at the
mercy of those who doubt or deny that Jasus
sver lived.”

Histarian Michael Grant termed the hypo-
thesls that Jesus never iived an “axtrame view.”
He chargad that it transgresses the basics of
historiography: “If we apply to the New Testa-
ment, as we should, the same sort of criteria as
we should apply to ather ancient writings con-
taining historical material, we can no more
reject Jesus’ existence than we can reject the
existence of a mass of pagan personages
whose reality as histerical figures is nevar
guestioned.” Grant summarizes, after refarring
to Wells as an examplea: “Modern critical
methcds fail to support the Christ-myth theory.”
Thesa positions have been “annihilated” by
the bast scholars bacause the crtics "have not
succeeded in disposing of the much strongar,
indeed very abundant, evidence to the contrary.™

Wells is aware of these attitudas toward
his works. He acknowledges that “nearly all
commentators who mention the matter at all,
[set) aside doubts about Jesus' historisity as
ridiculous.™ He adds that “the view that there
was nn historical Jesus, that his earthly
existence is a fiction of earliast Christianity...
is today almost universally rejected.” Wells
concludes the matter: “Serious students of the
New Testament today regard the existence of

£

Jesus as an unassailable fact.” Even skeptical
philosopher Michae! Martin, ong of Waells's faw
scholary supporters, draws the rather restrained
conclusion that “Wells's thesis is controversial
and not widely accepted.”

Wells would e correct of course to note ;
that scholarly opinions are ot formulated by an
academic head count But the essential ques-
tion cancerns why many scholars find Wells's
position to be so fatally flawed. Why is he so
frequently dismissed?

Wells's theses are a seedbed of logical
errors, especially begging the question and
special pleading. He must bend over backwards
at many places in arder to maintain his contan-

" tions. Rather than critique his overall proposal,

which | have done elsewhere,’ | will take a
different approach here. | will list and discuss
several of these unsupportable cleims from
throughout his works. Most of these problems
have the pctential to undermine or disprove his
thesas. In fact, in saveral places, Wells aven
admits the serious conseguences far his view
if he is mistakan.

Walls's Thesis. Wells postulates four chronolog-
ical layars of literature in early Christianity (with
some overiapl, starting with what he considers
Paul’s sight authentic lettars written in the 50s
and 60s A.0." According ta Wells, Paul knew
exceptionally litle zbout the historical Jesus,
ignoring both where and when Jesus lived. The
second and later level consists of post-Pauling
episties such Ephesians,” Hebrews, 1 Peter, and
Clement of Aome's letter, all dating from parhaps
Ap. 80-105. The third layer is composed of the
pastoral apistlas™ and Ignatius’s lattars, dated
around A.0. 110. The fourth level containg the
canonical gospeals, dated by Walls from 4.0, 90
or 100 to some later time in the second century,
parhaps decades later.

For Wells, historical claims about Jesus
generelly did not begin to accumuiate until the
third layer. Before A.0 90, Jasus remained an
undated, mysterious figura about whom virtually
nothing was known or reported.”

Wells thinks that Jesus either naver
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existad or, if he did, he had very little influence
in his own time. The stories about him devel-
oped over time, much later. In sum, “Jesus is
not linked with a recognizable historical situg-
fon in any documant [Christian, Jewish or
pagan) that can be proved to have originated
before about a.0. 100"

A Critique of Wells's Hypothesas. Wells's
ideas are wide cpen to criticism at a variety
of junctures — historical, literary, and logical.
This survey of sama of his significant flaws
illustrates this observation. At several places
that he admits are integral to his theses, Wells
resorts to almost any explanation, no matter
how incredible, in arder to disaliow apparent
textual meanings that would contradict him. I
these texts are taken at face value, ha reglizes
his theses fail. So, for axample, Wells must
disallow all references to Jesus being a ¢on-
temporary of New Testament persons.

1. Wells's late-dating of the earliest
gospel (Mark) to A0. 90-100 and the others 1o
wall into the second century certainty helps
his thesis by divercing Jesus from the early
sources, For example, it allows him to ramove
Pilate’s connaction with Jesus uriil 21 least
AD. 90, But these dates are opposed by
virually every othar scholar writing on this
subject, whether liberal or conservativa, Even
critical scholars usually date these four
gospels from A.p. B5-100. So Wells dates Mark
about two or three decades later than almast
everyane else, including the same scholarg he
very favarably cites in ather places.

Fver a cursory examination of the texts
shows their historical intricacy. Most of the
Baok of Acts is devated to the careers of
Peter and Paul, with many chapters centering
in Jerusatem. The deaths of Stephen {7:54-60)
and the anostis James {12:1-2} are recorded,
and the hook ands with Paui under house
arrestin Rome (28:14=31}. Yet nothing is men-
tioned about the deaths of Paul and Peter
{mnid-60s a.0.], or James, the Lord's brother
{abaut A.0. 62). Further, the Jewish War with
+he Romans beginning in 66 and the fall of

Jerusalem in 70 are also absent. These last
five averts are not arbitrary; each is absolutely
central to the persons anid geography of Acts,
making them absolutely integral to the thame if
they had aiready taken place.

%0 how could the author of Acts not
mention these last fiva events, which dwarl
many uf the other items in the boek? By far the
most reasonable solution is that nore of these
things had yet occurred. These significant
absences argue very sirongly for an early
date, before tha mid-60s.

Since Luke was written prior to Acts "
but perhaps aker Mark and Matthew, we may
than date all five books befors a0, B5. Even if
wa are too early oy 10 or 20 yaars, this is still
a tritizal challenge to Wells. If the maiarity
of contemparary schalars is right, than Wells
weuld still be crucially wrong by about 25
years on each book. This indicates that facts
regarding the historical Jesus circulated at a
much earlier date than he assars. The more
Walls is mistaken on these dates, the closer
our historical infarmation gets to Jesus.

2. Welis realizes that if Paul's reference
to “James the Lord’s brother” (Gal. 5:19)
means that he mat with Jesus’ sihling, then
this alone is very troubling to his thesis.” But
here we perceive a mast hlatant example of
Wells's special pleading. Rathar than admit
Paul’s straightiorward meaning, he suggests
that there was a zealous group in the early
church who were not relatives but were
called “the brethren of the Lord”! Very
surprisingly, Wells even admits the severity
of his histetiographical plight:

IF Pau means biood brother of a historical
Jesus, then it would suffice to establish —
against my view — that Jesus had realty lived
in the first half of the first century. Further-
more, | must admit that this interpretation of
Paul's wards dogs seem the immediate and
ebvious one. Here, then, is a case where what
seams fo be the plain sense of a text..would
weigh very heavily indeed against my view of
Chiistian origins.”

Thara are several good reasons to believe
that Paul was referring to Jesus' brother. First,
as Wells admits, this is the normal way to
understend this passage. Second, in 1 Corin-
thians 95, “the Lord's brothers” refers to indi-
viduals who are authoritative enaugh 1o be
comparad to Peter and the apostles, nat o
some obscure group of believers, Third, all four
qospa's refer to Jesus' physical hrothers.
James is even specified as one of them (Mark
6:3; Matt. 13:55-56). Whatever data is assigned
10 these books, they plainly understood the
tradition in a way that disagrees with Wells.
Fourth, ! will discuss below the Jewish histar-
jan Josephus, who also calls Jamas the
brother of Jesus.® Josephus would hardly be
refarring to a sectarian group of believers
known anby within the church! Fifth, thera is no
historical evidence to support Wells's specific
comtention coneerning James or this zealous
graup of believers.

This leaves Wells to face his own critiqua.
That he is cleary wrong about James weighs
heavily against his entire thesis concerning the
historical Jasus, just as he admits.

3. Paul seamingly refers to those who were
physically present with Jasus, calling them the
welve [1 Cor, 15:5) and the aposties [15:7). As
with James, Wells fully realizes that if this is s,
then his thesis suffers at anather key point. *If
these words were really written by Paul, then it
looks as though he was aware that Jesus chosa
twelve disciples; and it Paul in this respect cor-
roborates what the qospais say, then it would be
rassonable to infer that he aiso knows the prin-
cinle facts of Jesus' life."* But Wells cantends
that “apostia” does nct mean & physical com-
panion of Jesus® Further, Wells hypothesizes
that "the twelve” was interpolated into Paul’s
epistle, 2 even without textual evidence for this
conclusion! Walls recognizes a crucial passane
and, onca again, resorts to special pleading
maintain his thesis. He is willing o say virually
anything to avoid a clear text epposing his view,
aven if ha has to ignorg the comrary evidence
and, relying on his-own preconceptions, argue
that it was a later additian.
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