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Macquarie University Library  
Section B

More volumes on the 
history of Jesus than 

on the history of 
Alexander the Great 

and Julius Caesar 
combined. 

 

2. The size of the academic discipline



Christians derived their name from a 
man called Christ, who, during the reign 
of Emperor Tiberius had been executed 
by sentence of the procurator Pontius 
Pilate. The deadly superstition, thus 
checked for the moment, broke out 
afresh not only in Judea, the first source 
of the evil, but also in the City of Rome, 
where all things hideous and shameful 
from every part of the world meet and 
become popular (Annals 15.44).

3. The non-Christian evidence



“About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man. For he was one who wrought 
surprising feats and was a teacher. He won over many Jews and many of the 
Greeks. When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of the highest standing 
amongst 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.  And the tribe of the 
Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared .” 18.63-64 
“And so Ananus the High Priest convened the judges of the Sanhedrin and 
brought before them a man named James, the brother of Jesus who was called 
the Christ, and certain others, and delivered them up to be stoned.”  20.200

Josephus,  AD 90  
(Jewish Antiquities 18.63-64, 20.200)  
 
Manuscript of St John’s College Library, Cambridge
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3. The non-Christian evidence



“A serious, if not widely held, historical case can be 
made that Jesus never lived at all, as has been made by 

Professor G. A. Wells of London University.”  
The God Delusion p.97

3. The non-Christian evidence



(1) Alexander the Great (356-323BC): first extant historian 
to offer biographical details is Polybius (c. 203-120 B.C.), 
120 years after Alexander; the best source is Arrian (AD 
86-160), 400 yrs later 

(2) Emperor Tiberius (AD 14-37): best source is Tacitus, 
written around 80 years after (AD115) 

(3) Jesus (AD 30): earliest NT text is from 20 years later 
(AD 50); the last NT text is from 60 years later (AD90).

4. The early date of the New Testament evidence
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    PERSON                                   WRITINGS 

 Alexander                                                   120 yrs 

 Tiberius                                         80 yrs 

 Jesus            20 yrs

4. The early date of the New Testament evidence



1 Corinthians 15:3-8  
For what I received (paralambanō) I passed on 
(paradidōmi) to you as of first importance:  
that Christ died for our sins according to the 
Scriptures,  4 that he was buried, that he was raised 
on the third day according to the Scriptures,  5 and 
that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve.  
6 After that, he appeared to more than five hundred 
of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are 
still living, though some have fallen asleep. 7 Then 
he appeared to James, then to all the apostles,   
8 and last of all he appeared to me also. 

Papyrus 46 
1 Corinthians 15

4. The early date of the New Testament evidence



Gospel of Mark

Q L

SQ

James

Paul’s letters

M

A source within  
 Matthew & Luke

A source within  
 Luke alone

A source within  
 John alone

A source within  
 Matthew alone

5. The New Testament is a collection of sources



The criterion of multiple attestation 

When numerous sources independently offer 
roughly same portrait of an event or person, 
that portrait takes on greater plausibility.

5. The New Testament is a collection of sources
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Virgil’s Aeneid 

3 complete  
7 part-complete  
20 fragments

4 complete  
340 part-complete  
3000+ fragments

New Testament

2 part-complete

Tacitus’ Annals 

6. The New Testament has the best-attested 
manuscripts of all ancient classical literature 
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James 3 John 18-19

6. The New Testament has the best-attested 
manuscripts of all ancient classical literature 



7. Archaeology and the Gospels



!17

Jewish ossuaries with  
Aramaic & Greek inscriptions

7. Archaeology and the Gospels



1st century Greek synagogue  
of Theodotus, Jerusalem.

EIS ANAGNWSIN NOMOU  
KAI EIS DIDACHN ENTOLWN

7. Archaeology and the Gospels



Pilate inscription  
“Prefect of Judea”

7. Archaeology and the Gospels



John 5:2-5. Now there 
is in Jerusalem near 
the Sheep Gate a pool, 
which in Aramaic is 
called Bethesda and 
which is surrounded 
by five covered 
colonnades. 

7. Archaeology and the Gospels



John 9:1-11. As Jesus 
went along, he saw a 
man blind from birth. 
He spit on the ground, 
made some mud with 
the saliva, and put it 
on the man’s eyes.  
“Go,” he told him, 
“wash in the Pool of 
Siloam”

7. Archaeology and the Gospels



Nazareth house  
early 1st century

7. Archaeology and the Gospels
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Inscription in honour  
of “God Jesus Christ”  
(Megiddo, Israel)

7. Archaeology and the Gospels
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Inscription in honour  
of “God Jesus Christ”  
(Megiddo, Israel)

7. Archaeology and the Gospels
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“There are no substantial doubts about the 
general course of Jesus’ life: when and where he 
lived, approximately when and where he died, 
and the sort of thing that he did during his public 
activity … I shall first offer a list of statements 
about Jesus that meet two standards: they are 
almost beyond dispute; and they belong

Prof Ed P. Sanders  
Duke University

to the framework of his life, and especially of his public career: 
Jesus was born c. 4 BCE, near the time of the death of Herod the 
Great; he spent his childhood and early adult years in Nazareth, a 
Galilean village; he was baptized by John the Baptist; he called 
disciples; he taught in the towns, villages and countryside of Galilee 
(apparently not the cities); he preached ‘the kingdom of God; 
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about the year 30 he went to Jerusalem for 
Passover; he created a disturbance in the Temple 
area; he had a final meal with the disciples; he 
was arrested and interrogated by Jewish 
authorities, specifically the high priest; he was 
executed on the orders of the Roman prefect, 
Pontius Pilate.

Prof Ed P. Sanders  
Duke University

We may add here a short list of equally secure facts about the 
aftermath of Jesus’ life: his disciples fled; they saw him (in what 
sense is not certain) after his death; as a consequence, they believed 
that he would return to found the kingdom; they formed a 
community to await his return and sought to win others to faith in 
him as God’s Messiah.” (E. P. Sanders, The Historical Figure of Jesus. Penguin Books, 1993, p.11).


