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Abstract 

In this thesis, much attention has been given to defining what historical-critical method 

is, its insufficiencies and its assessment of Jesus as a historical being or a mythical figure. The 

method is a way of interpreting the Bible (and any other historical material) by using historical 

research, literary examination, findings from the social sciences and archaeology. It is called 

historical-critical method because it seeks to discover the political, economic, cultural, social and 

religious contexts of the Bible or any other book. The other side of this method is criticism. It 

evaluates and judges the biblical texts and its narratives in the light of modern scientific 

methodology. To achieve these two goals, the historical-critical method uses several approaches 

or methodologies such as textual criticism, form criticism, source criticism, redaction criticism, 

grammatical criticism, structuralist criticism, historical criticism and its new forms such as the 

social-scientific criticism. 

 

The historical-critical method of biblical interpretation has been in operation for some 

years now. For the period of its history, the method has made major contributions, seen as either 

positive or negative, to the overall turf of Biblical studies depending on who is doing the 

evaluation. Today, several scholars from diverse theological persuasions have expressed the need 

not to use the method to de-mystify the Scriptures or the need to modify its use in biblical 

studies. In assessing the historical Jesus, the historical-critical method questions ―who really was 

the man‖ referred to as Jesus in the New Testament.  According to scholars, the New Testament 

books do not give a clear answer to this question. Therefore, the critical assumption is that there 

is a probability that a different being or a similar being could have been used as the Jesus of 

history or the Jesus of faith (or both) as it has been expressed implicitly in the Gospels. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background of the Study 

Until the eighteenth century Enlightenment, the foundational understanding of Christianity was 

that God has played an active role in the natural world and human history through creation and 

divine revelation. Therefore, the Bible was regarded as the foundation of the Christian faith since 

it explicitly reveals the will of God for the created world. Due to this, the Bible was studied in 

most universities as part of the curricula prior to the Enlightenment. Since it was required, many 

thinkers, like Isaac Newton and Copernicus, studied the Bible as part of their education.  

 

However, the age of the Enlightenment and its aftermath brought about sharp rifts and opinions 

in all the major disciplines of learning. During the Age of Reason and its aftermath, knowledge 

could be understood as either secular or sacred. The field of science was regarded as separate 

from religion. Religion, too, was perceived differently. Within the various religions, Christianity 

seems the most affected by the aftermath of the Enlightenment era. Almost all the Christian 

doctrines about God, Jesus Christ, creation, redemption, heaven, miracles, etc., have been 

questioned and criticized. These criticisms have drastically affected the traditional outlook and 

understanding of the Christian Scriptures.  

 

Contemporary biblical scholarship, to a larger extent, has put on a scientific outlook in order to 

enhance biblical studies and research. One of such scientific tools is the historical-critical 
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method. From its scientific stance, the method has questioned many aspects of the Bible 

including the personality of Jesus Christ. It relies more heavily on the assumptions of science and 

history. Due to this, some of its conclusions about the Bible are seen as radical among Christians 

who hold on to the classical understanding of the Bible.
1
 Even more disturbing is the claim that 

some aspects of the Bible and the life of Jesus Christ are myths.
2
  

 

The historical-critical method in assessing the events and personality of Jesus looks for 

logical criteria of empirical evidence. The gospels as primary sources are studied in the light of 

its socio-historical context. The method perceives a lack of accepted synchronous sources and 

direct empirical evidence for studying ‗a‘ Jesus who lived historically. Price begins this 

argument by applying the method of form criticism to the gospels. In his application, he 

dismisses the claims made by the gospels like the virgin birth, the lineage of Jesus, his ministry, 

and the miracles as simply illogical and a-historical in perspective. As a result, it is especially 

difficult to reach an agreement on a biography of Jesus.
3
  

 

The reason given for branding Jesus or some aspects of his personality as myth is that 

everything written about him in the gospels had already been told about some figures in the 

ancient myths. That is, many of the details of his life were considered ―borrowed‖ from a 

contemporary religion (Mithraism) and several other god-man deities of Greek mythology.
4
 The 

                                                           
1
 Eta Linnemann, Historical Criticism of the Bible: Methodology or Ideology? (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1990), 6. 
2
 Earl Doherty, The Jesus Puzzle: Did Christianity Begin with a Mythical Christ? Challenging the 

Existence of an Historical Jesus (Ottawa: Age of Reason, 2005), 1-390; Challenging the Verdict: A Cross-

Examination of Lee Strobel’s “The Case for Christ” (Canada: Fortress Press, 2001), 30. 
3
 Robert M. Price, Deconstructing Jesus (New York: Prometheus Books, 2000), 284: The Incredible 

Shrinking Son of Man (New York: Prometheus Books, 2004), 293. 
4
 Price, Deconstructing Jesus, 16. 



3 
 

 

 

assumption is that the Gospels might have borrowed from the literature of these earlier mythical 

religions.  

 

A further extension to the argument is that there are a number of historical and mythical 

beings whose life stories contain the elements of virgin birth, the infant escaping death, 

execution and final resurrection in glory. However, just as we do not regard Hercules as a 

historical being, a case can be made that Jesus was also a mythical character. Jesus, probably, 

existed in the narratives of his followers because his real existence is shrouded in mysteries and 

myths.
5
 In this sense, Jesus can be logically explained as a kind of ancient mythical savior 

repeated within a Jewish context. In essence, just as those earlier saviors were spiritual myths, 

the same can be said about Jesus who was later credited with some miraculous exploits and all 

the other defining features of Christianity. Therefore, if the above-mentioned arguments hold, 

then, the Gospels in particular and the Bible in general can be regarded as a copy of mythic 

literature.  

 

The most intriguing aspect of the historical-critical method is that some scholars (these 

are known as the historical Jesus scholars; Crossan, Meier, Sanders, Funk, Horsley and others 

have written several books in defense of a reconstructed Jesus who is noted to be historical)
6
 use 

                                                           
5
 Price, Deconstructing Jesus, 16. 

6
 Scholars who are writing in defense of a Jesus of history are numerous, therefore, for the sake of 

consistency and clarity this research has chosen to follow the following scholars. Here are some of their works: John 

D. Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 

1991); Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1994); The Birth of Christianity: 

Discovering What Happened In the Years Immediately after the Execution of Jesus (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998, 

1999); Robert W. Funk, Honest to Jesus: Jesus for a New Millennium (Rydalmere, NSW: Hodder Headline, 1996); 

John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, Vol 1., The Roots of the Problem and the Person 

(New York: Doubleday, 1991); A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus: Companions and Competitors 

(ABRL, 3; New York: Doubleday, 2001); Ed P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985); Ed 
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it in reconstructing a Jesus who is historical. At this point, it must be understood that the term 

―historical Jesus‖ scholars is used inclusively to refer to all those concerned with the critical 

reconstruction of the life of Jesus of Nazareth within the historical milieu of the first-century 

Palestine and beyond, however, some are in favor of the term ―Life of Jesus Research‖
7
 or ―Jesus 

Research‖.
8
 Nonetheless, the Jesus of these scholars possesses varying features; basically, he was 

a Jew, a sage, selfless, not divine, never performed miracles but fought for justice and freedom 

for the ordinary human being.  

  

Other scholars
9
 believe that there is conclusive evidence that Jesus Christ never existed as 

a historical person. Earl Doherty [The Jesus Puzzle: Did Christianity Begin with a Mythical 

Christ? Challenging the Existence of an Historical Jesus (Ottawa: Age of Reason, 2005)] 

maintains that there is a way to ascertain from the history of Christianity the process by which a 

mythical figure was accidentally mistaken for a real human being. Accordingly, myth, in the 

sense of historical Jesus, does not connote a lie, a fable, not ―true‖ or worthless story. 

Nonetheless in their estimation, they do not dispute that a person named Jesus, connected in 

some way to the events described in the Bible, once lived. However, they feel that evidence for 

his existence thousands of years ago, is by historical standards fairly weak. Yet some of these 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
P. Sanders and Margaret Davies, Studying the Synoptic Gospels (London: SCM Press, 1989); Richard A. Horsley, 

Jesus and the Spiral of Violence (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1993). 
7
 William, R. Telford, ―Major Trends in Interpretive Issues in the Study of Jesus‖: In Bruce Chilton and 

Craig A. Evans, eds., Studying the Historical Jesus: Evaluations of the State of Current Research (Leiden: Brill, 

1994), 33. 
8
 James H. Charlesworth and Darrell Bock, ed., Jesus and Archaeology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 

xxii-xxv. 
9
 These scholars are noted for their arguments against a historical Jesus. Earl Doherty, The Jesus Puzzle: 

Did Christianity Begin with a Mythical Christ? Challenging the Existence of an Historical Jesus (Ottawa: Age of 

Reason, 2005); Challenging the Verdict: A Cross-Examination of Lee Strobel’s “The Case for Christ” (Canada: 

Fortress Press, 2001); Robert M. Price, Deconstructing Jesus (New York: Prometheus Books, 2000); John Hick and 

Paul F. Knitter, eds., The Myth of Christian Uniqueness (London: SCM Press, 1987). 
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scholars embrace the idea of the Jesus of faith and the Jesus of history, others are able to hunt for 

the historical Jesus without denying any of his mythical qualities.
10

  

 

Meanwhile, historical Jesus scholars accept the New Testament as evidence for the 

historical existence of Jesus. However, they disagree with the basic narrative of his life and 

death, and also deny most of the supernatural claims about him and by him. Those who have 

adopted this viewpoint are mostly professional historians and liberal biblical scholars. Aside the 

New Testament, some of these scholars also use the works of Josephus and others from secular 

writers like Celsus, Suetonius and Tacitus in proving the historical existence of Jesus.
11

  

 

The underlying issue is, what good is this ―historical Jesus?‖ What is the significance of a 

man who becomes a Jesus without his miracles, his parables, his moral example, and especially, 

without his death and resurrection? The question that arises from this response is what possible 

impact will this reconstructed Jesus have on the Christian faith in terms of Christology, 

eschatology, creation, redemption and his second coming (Parousia)?  

 

1.2. Statement of Problem 

The history of Christianity before the Enlightenment was tied to the notion that the Bible 

and the Patristic tradition outline all that one needs to know about the Christian religion and its 

founder Jesus Christ of Nazareth.
12

 However, since the Gospels are not direct historical account 

or biographical records of Jesus, modern scholars have been using the very books of Scripture to 

fashion out their notions about him. Clearly, historical critical tools have aided scholars to 

                                                           
10

 Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of Violence, 207-208. 
11

 Josh McDowell, The New Evidence that Demands A Verdict (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1999), 23-25. 
12

 Ibid, 4. 
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establish some understanding of Jesus as found in the Bible. Yet some of these prepositions are 

disputed. For instance, the notion that the Gospels reveal a religion that is seen as a fusion of 

Jewish tradition with some philosophical cults of first-century Greco-Roman world
13

 is 

obviously debatable. This has stimulated ongoing scholarly discussions on the historical 

foundations of the Christian religion and its founder. Such discussions focus on the historicity of 

Jesus and a possible reconstruction of his past.  

 

The second notion resulted as a response to the first. The notion that there was a 

historical Jesus seems to superficially deal with the problem by employing the scientific 

techniques of historical-critical method. What makes the problem severe is the new weight of 

difficulties that the historical-critical tools are now exerting on the Christian Church and its 

Christological interpretations; an effect which can be, somehow, devastating. The notion that 

Jesus should be reconstructed stems from the understanding that Christianity has grown from its 

Jewish setting into a global movement and has dynamically transformed itself from the Judeo-

Greco-Roman traditions into a Western tradition and must currently adjust its Christological 

interpretations to the new cultures of the world.  

 

The first visible challenge of historical-critical method is how to retranslate the biblical 

texts and its messages back to its earliest beginnings since such developments have come to us 

today with many missing links. This notwithstanding, historical reconstruction of Jesus is 

fiercely spreading within Christianity. The un-estimated effect of this new force is its propensity 

to create doubt in the minds of Christians about the need to see some aspects of the Christian 

                                                           
13

 Price, The Incredible Shrinking Son of Man, 349. 
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literature as myths and human stories to the extent that Christianity may be regarded as a mythic 

creation of some second century (A.D.) scholars.
14

 Granted that this assertion is a possibility, 

then, what are the worth of this information for our present age, and the probable future of 

Christianity having a mythic being as its founder?  

 

1.3. Research Questions 

1. What is the historical-critical method and how does it prove the historicity or a-historicity 

of Jesus? 

2. What are the strength and weaknesses of the historical-critical method? 

3. What is the best way of handling biblical research in a contemporary scientific world?  

4. How should the historical-critical method be used in future biblical studies? 

 

1.4. The Scope, Aims, Objectives, and the Area of Study 

The ―historical Jesus studies‖ seeks to clarify the assumptions of the human life and work 

of Jesus of Nazareth in a manner that can be both accurate and justifiable. The area falls within 

the field of biblical studies. For this reason, this research covers the era during which the 

historical-critical method became the indispensable approach of studying the Jesus of history. 

Since the studies are done within some philosophical and methodical framework, the scope also 

covers the various methods that make up the historical-critical method. This research explores 

much of the weaknesses inherent in the historical-critical method and why it can lead to falsely 

selected conclusions. Whiles this study demonstrates the deficient practicability and 

insufficiencies of the historical-critical method; it is also within the scope of this research to 

relate the implications of using this method in the historical Jesus studies. This is done by: 

                                                           
14

 Doherty, The Jesus Puzzle, 200-201. 
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1. Studying the challenges that can result from the historical-critical method in dealing with 

miracles, redemption, and divine intervention. 

2. Demonstrating that the historical-critical method is insufficient in the studies involving 

the Bible and the figure of Jesus Christ. 

 

1.5. Significance of the Study 

Though we generally understand theology, doctrine, and dogmas as mostly exploratory 

analysis of Scripture by individuals and scholars with the need to establish positions, the study of 

the historical or mythical Jesus largely contributes to each of these theological, doctrinal, and 

dogmatic positions. This research seeks to provide a frank motivation and platform on which 

doctrines on Christology will be based. Hence, it will free scholars from erroneous assertions and 

also curb relativism and subjectivism on the quest for historical Jesus. Further, the findings of the 

study will broaden one‘s horizon on the nature, outlook, and implications of the historical-critical 

method. It will also be a relevant material for other scholarly research on the subject.  

 

1.6. Study Approach and Methodology 

This research work adopts a theological approach and a philosophical approach as its 

theoretical framework. The theological approach embraces faith in the supernatural and 

miracles.
15

 Whiles the philosophical approach explains the gospel-history on purely natural 

causes.
16

 The theological approach applies both faith and the intellect in studying the Scriptures 

whiles the philosophical approach uses both the intellect and criticism in studying the Bible.  

                                                           
15

 Frank Whaling, ―Theological Approaches‖ in: Peter Connolly (ed), Approaches to the Study of Religion 

(London: Cassell, 1999), 228. 
16

 Rob Fisher, ―Philosophical Approaches‖ in: Peter Connolly (ed), Approaches to the Study of Religion 

(London: Cassell, 1999), 116. 
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In relation to the study approach, the method mainly employed in the historical Jesus 

research has been principles of historical-critical method. The historical-critical method consists 

of source criticism, form criticism, tradition criticism, redaction criticism and several newer 

versions of criticisms. Its task is to reconstruct the historical situation under which a text was 

produced and to establish the author‘s intended meaning from the reconstructed parameters. The 

method focuses on text analysis and for this reason, other methods of research, such as 

interviews, surveys and questionnaire, will not be employed.  

 

1.7. Limitation of the Study 

There are other areas of the subject that demand investigation and research to accomplish 

the desired results. For instance, a historical or mythical Jesus will not satisfy those who interpret 

the man behind the Christ with eschatological ideas. In the study of Jesus, even, history has 

gotten its limitations since the sources of information about first-century (A.D.) Galilee, the 

Gospels, and the people at the time of Jesus Christ are inadequate. Therefore, it will be strange to 

contend that only this research can supply the needed clarifications about Jesus of Nazareth.  

 

Moreover, the critical issue under investigation though thrives on the ontological reality 

of Jesus Christ; the research takes a keen interest on the method that has been employed in 

studying the historical Jesus. Whiles some demonstrate how the biblical imageries and the gospel 

stories are reflected in older religious traditions, found all over the world;
17

 this research 

considers such claims as a means to validate religious pluralism and its philosophical 

underpinnings. However, such claims are not within the scope of this research. 

 

                                                           
17

 Freke and Gandy, The Jesus Mysteries, 183. 
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1.8. Literature Review 

The past two hundred years or so have brought intense changes in the thinking of the 

world and the Christian Church in relation to the life, ministry and personality of Jesus Christ of 

Nazareth. Many have examined the life of Jesus in many spheres and many are still pursuing the 

course of knowing who Jesus was in real-time historical context. Samuel H. Reimarus, in the 

1760s, became the first to openly question the validity of everything known as the traditional 

teachings of the Christian Church. However, he did not publish his work until Ephraim Lessing 

published some fragments of Reimarus‘ work from 1774-1778. The most controversial one was 

his Von dem Zwecke Jesu und seiner Junger, translated as On the Intention of Jesus and his 

Disciples
18

 or The Goal of Jesus and His Disciples in 1778. In this, Reimarus made a clear 

distinction between the actual Jesus of history and what his followers proclaimed him to be. This 

research demonstrates that the assumptions of Reimarus on the subject, though modified, have 

never changed.  

 

A major undertaking that followed the work of Reimarus was David F. Strauss. 

According to David Strauss, some activities about Jesus were correct; such as his baptism, 

opposition from the Pharisees and his death but he asserted that the disciples exaggerated the 

facts in two ways. Firstly, the early church interpreted the life and ministry of Jesus to suite an 

Old Testament Jewish Messianic prophecy. Secondly, by making him the Messiah, the early 

church focused on fabricating myths and legends about him after the order of Greek 

mythology.
19

 This research demonstrates that modern studies about the Jesus of history tend to 

                                                           
18

 Charles H. Talbert, Fragments, trans. R. S. Fraser. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970), 9. 
19

 David F. Strauss, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, translated from the Fourth German Edition by 

Marian Evans (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972), 77-191. 
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follow the argument of David Strauss, except that they consider some of his arguments as radical 

and extreme. 

 

Another scholar of the same mind as those discussed above was Bruno Bauer (1843). He 

was heavily influenced by the philosophy of Friedrich Hegel.  Bauer saw the synoptic gospels as 

blatantly fictitious on the same level as the gospel of John.
20

 He believed that the Gospels 

demonstrate the various steps taken by Jews and proselytes to evolve their self-esteem. His 

notion of evolution in theology is a core approach of modern-day historical-critical method. 

 

Albert Schweitzer, in 1906, became the first to amalgamate all the earlier hypotheses 

together with his criticisms. His work The Quest for the Historical Jesus published in 1906 

offered a two-way contribution to the Jesus conundrum. Firstly, in his estimation, the quest of 

Samuel Reimarus and others was devoid of results. Secondly, he accused these scholars of 

neglecting the eschatological aspects of Jesus in their research. It can later be seen that some 

modern scholars do agree with Albert Schweitzer on the eschatological aspects of Jesus.
21

  

 

However, it was Rudolf Bultmann
22

 whose skepticism and criticism affected the 

historical Jesus studies in the mid-twentieth century. For him, ―the New Testament talks about an 

event through which God has brought about our salvation.  It does not proclaim Jesus primarily 
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as a teacher‖
23

 nor historical. He focused on the ―kerygma‖ which, he believes provides the 

authentic history of Christianity; therefore, the gospels must be demythologized in order to 

obtain the kerygma. This research argues that Rudolf Bultmann‘s demythology is comparable to 

the modern scholars attempt to reject parts of Scripture as interpolations.  

 

Since the historical-critical method has become an indispensable tool of biblical studies, 

the last decades of the twentieth and the early periods of the twenty-first centuries have 

witnessed several arguments against Jesus from all spheres of learning. Earl Doherty, an atheist, 

maintains that Christianity has no historical founder but rather began with a mythical Christ.
24

  

 

Again, Timothy Freke and Peter Gandy relate Jesus to the god-men of the mystery 

religions.
25

 These authors draw parallels between the Christ of the Gospels and the Osiris-

Dionysus myth to support their hypothesis. It is clear that these scholars share the same argument 

as Doherty. 

 

A more elaborate approach to the study of the historical Jesus was made by the scholars 

of the Jesus Seminar. Funk and the authors of the Five Gospels outlined ―rules‖ to objectively 

guide their investigations of the Jesus Seminar.
26

 However, these ―rules‖ reveal some biases held 

by these scholars. This assertion is supported based on the fact that this Seminar produced a 

Jesus who was a wise man, a sage who was not miraculous, apocalyptic or Christological in any 

way. 
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In his works, Ed P. Sanders
27

 states that to establish a clearly defined presupposition on 

the study of historical Jesus, one must work with three assumptions. His first assumption rests on 

the conviction that one can know much about Jesus within the first-century (A.D.) Galilean 

context. Second, Sanders believes that faith should be separated from history since theology may 

have little or no significance on the study of the historical Jesus. The third is his elaborate 

methodology. Sanders‘ works will be frequently referred to since he seems to have wider 

following on the subject. 

 

Another scholar worth mentioning is Dominic Crossan.
28

 In his works, Crossan notes that 

the search for historical Jesus relates solely to the Gospels. It can be said that his works have 

been widely read and appreciated by many historical-critical scholars; therefore, this research 

seeks to critique some of his arguments. On the same platform of reconstructing the Jesus of 

history, John Paul Meier
29

 believes that his works on Jesus ―would be open to verification by any 

and all sincere persons using the means of modern historical research.‖
30

 Though, only the 

canonical Gospels constituted Meier‘s primary sources, his commitment to historical-critical 

method and the need to maintain biblical orthodoxy make his conclusions somehow debatable.  
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As a social-scientific scholar, Richard A. Horsley
31

 points out that the core of Jesus' ministry was 

to manifest and mediate the presence of the kingdom of God. His arguments represent the social-

scientific scholars who study Jesus within the first-century (A.D.) Palestinian social, 

anthropological and economic context. 

 

However, Nicholas T. Wright argues for a critical realist account of knowledge.
32

 What 

Wright means is that no one can do ―mere history‖ from a supposed objective standpoint, just as 

no one can see an object without using the eyes. He believes that the gospel accounts and our 

own worldview stand in dialogue, and should be mediated with historical knowledge. Wright is 

among modern Jesus scholars whose works are regarded as close to conservative Christian 

position, however, he also sets some criteria to sieve what are regarded as myths from real 

historical facts. Therefore, this research argues that the standpoint of sieving the gospels 

corresponds with Bultmann‘s demythology. 

 

These literary works on the subject are by no means exhaustive, however, they represent 

scholars who have made names at every stage of the search for the historical Jesus and may also 

represent the diverse backgrounds (both nationality and denomination) needed in order to fairly 

treat the subject. A review of these works necessitates the need to address some concerns by 
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future scholars and researchers interested in the historical study of Jesus. First, the demand by 

scholars to construct a historical Jesus who might meet the standards of modern science must 

begin with inquiries on the need to bridge the gaps of geography, chronology, culture, customs, 

etc, between the ancient Palestine and our contemporary world. Second, scholars must take into 

account the limits of historical research, on any subject, especially, in the spheres of biblical 

studies. Third, modern reconstructed historical Jesus is heavily detached from the traditions of 

Christianity and must be placed well within the life, thought, and theology of the Christian 

Church.  

 

1.9. Organization of the Study 

This research is structured as follows: chapter one deals with the general introduction 

which seeks to outline the thesis proposal and the problem formulation with its attending 

methodology and the literature review. The second chapter examines the historical-critical 

method as a tool for biblical research. This is done by examining what constitutes the historical-

critical method, its philosophical outlook, its various forms and usage. Chapter three of the 

research focuses on Jesus as viewed under the historical-critical method.  

 

The fourth chapter critiques the historical-critical method as used in the historical Jesus 

research. Much is said about the difficulty of using a purely naturalistic and rationalistic tool in 

studying texts that are by nature divinely inspired. The chapter, then, assess what has been 

achieved so far in using scientific tools to study the texts of Scripture. This section explicitly 

underscores the insufficiencies of the historical-critical method in biblical scholarship. The final 

chapter deals with the conclusions drawn from the research with some recommendations about 
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the future of biblical scholarship in relation to the use of historical-critical method. It also seeks 

to offer a solution to take care of some of the insufficiencies of the method by recommending 

that a new understanding must be given to those aspects of the Bible that are deemed myths, 

fictions and legendary narratives. Finally, this research proposes for consideration how Jesus 

must be understood and studied using a modified form of the historical-critical method.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

AN EXAMINATION OF THE HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHOD 

2.1. Introduction 

The previous chapter dealt with the general introduction to the research and the review of 

some books that relate to the problem of study; however, this chapter focuses on an examination 

of the historical-critical method. The use and application of the historical-critical method, in all 

its forms, has dominated Biblical scholarship undertaken in recent times. With this method, 

several conclusions about the Bible, the Jesus of the Bible, the Biblical authors and what they 

wrote have been made. The irony is that, this method is viable to both Christian scholars as well 

as non-Christian scholars alike. As a result, depending on who is writing, the conclusions 

sometimes may pose a serious difficulty to some aspects of Christian doctrines of inspiration, 

authority, and inerrancy of the Bible. For instance, in assessing the role of Bultmann and Gunkel 

in promoting historical-critical method, the Pontifical Biblical Commission believes that any 

knowledge in the Scriptures that may be gained from their application of rationalistic form-

critical method will have a devastating impact on some articles of the Catholic faith.
33

  

 

The historical-critical method is the method commonly employed in biblical interpretation. 

Its usage is characterized by the combination of source criticism, form criticism, tradition 

criticism, redaction criticism (literary-criticism and historical-criticism) and others. This method 

is believed to have resulted from literary-criticism, a venture believed to have originated from 

Richard Simon (1638-1712). The method of literary-criticism seeks to explain or make plain 

supposed discrepancies in the Bible. What has emerged as historical-critical method embraces 
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the results of literary-criticism as the basis for further research to look for the historical processes 

which gave rise to the biblical texts.
34

 The historical process is sometimes called historical 

science or historical method.
35

  

 

2.2. Origins and Philosophical Outlook of the Historical-Critical Method 

The historical-critical method can be described as the process of using the principles of 

science to establish the ―biblical truth‖ for modern people in the modern setting by transporting 

the ancient perspectives of the Bible to the modern scientific perspective. The method is a 

conglomeration of approaches which ―seeks to reconstruct the life and thought of biblical times 

through an objective, scientific analysis of biblical material.‖
36

 Its history has been an on-going 

evolution of newer methods of exegesis. And each newer method starts as a branch that grew out 

of earlier ones, yet perceived as a related part but somehow different from the part. Soulen 

(2001) and others believe this progression may continue into the future.
37

 Meanwhile, some 

perceive that this evolutionary progression (of new methods) can be an end to itself, as it has 

already produced several problems.
38

  

 

Joseph Prior affirms the multiplicity of procedures and techniques that make the historical-

critical method. According to him: 
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The historical-critical method is a collection of exegetical procedures and techniques applied to biblical 

texts to determine their literal sense. This literal sense has been described in various ways in the history of 

biblical interpretation from the obvious sense, to the author‘s intention, to the meaning expressed in the 

words of the inspired author.
39

  

 

The method combines the disciplines of history and criticism in its applications. The 

historical-critical method postulates that the Bible is a historical book that contains the history of 

Israel, the life of Jesus of Nazareth and the history of the early church
40

 in the words of humans 

who were believed to be inspired by God.
41

 And as a human book, the Bible can be subjected to 

historical investigation like any other book. Its general purpose is to investigate what actually 

happened in the events described or alluded to in the Bible.
42

  

 

This method became prominent in biblical scholarship during the early nineteenth 

century on the foundations of some philosophical ideas of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. Until the eighteenth century, scholars in Europe and elsewhere were considered, 

mostly, men of deep religious faith with many having their formal education in theology.
43

 

However, the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century began to set the pace for a 

fundamental distinction between scientific studies and biblical studies. Science thrives on 

investigation, verification and evaluation of results whiles the Bible embraces faith and history. 

The great pioneers and founders of the scientific revolution wanted to use scientific methods to 

harmonize their understanding of the natural world and faith in the Bible. At least these three 
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forerunners of the scientific method, Nicholas Copernicus, Johannes Kepler, and Isaac Newton 

understood their findings of the universe as a derivative of their perception of God and 

knowledge in theology.
44

 However, their scientific foundations would become a major tool in 

humankind‘s search for a logical explanation of the universe. The results were several, including 

skepticism that led to naturalism and finally, atheism. 

 

Beginning with the humanistic revival of the European Renaissance (14th-16th 

centuries), which extolled human creativity and potential, rationalism flourished during the 

Enlightenment (18th century), with its systematic critique of accepted doctrines and ritual 

institutions of the Church. It progressed into skepticism by questioning, doubting, or disagreeing 

with all the generally accepted religious conclusions and beliefs. Later, rationalistic criticisms of 

the Bible by some scholars resulted in atheism. Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), Karl Marx 

(1818-1883), and Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) are representatives of this position. In its 

opposition to faith, rationalism argues that religions operate within the confines of traditional and 

sometimes irrational beliefs in ways that frustrate the self-realization of human beings, both 

individually and collectively.  

 

Rationalism, a major tool in the enlightenment era, became the test tube of every subject 

including theology.
45

 This philosophy emerged from René Descartes‘ method of deduction 

which was based on methodological doubt and power of human reason. In this spirit of 

rationalism, the Enlightenment thinkers such as Immanuel Kant and Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
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argued that scientific methods and religious studies were two separate domains that must be kept 

apart. Kant‘s theory of knowledge influenced many critics of the Bible to adopt the belief that 

the writers of the Bible could have known only what they managed to figure out from their own 

limited experience. This set the stage for the dominant thinking of the first decades of the 

nineteenth century, the idealistic monistic
46

 philosophy of Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831).  

 

Hegelian philosophy in the hands of David Strauss and Ferdinand Baur led to the 

emergence of a higher criticism of the Bible in which its supernatural elements were 

systematically explained away as products of mythology.
47

  Gradually, a number of theologians 

began the scientific study of the Bible; but maintained a cordial relationship between scientific 

studies and biblical studies. However, the method of historical science that tries to reduce the 

Bible to the levels of just any book arose in full force during the late nineteenth century, 

particularly after the publication of Charles Darwin‘s revolutionary book, On the Evolution of 

Species by Means of Natural Selection.
48

  

 

In the wake of this rivalry between science and religion arose a powerful influence on 

Western thinking throughout the twentieth century through to the twenty-first. The concept of the 

evolutionary development of religion was applied to the Bible. The Bible was studied from the 

viewpoint of evolution. Judaism and Christianity have been seen as religious movements not 
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different in kind, but only in degree, from other religious manifestations of the near eastern 

world.
49

  

 

The objective of this method was to provide logical answers to all the questions resulting 

from the origin, the form, and the value of every literary production including the Bible. The 

method seeks to dig out all the component parts that make up every text. Due to this, the premise 

that the historical-critical method is neutral and that it does not operate with presuppositions is 

yet to be substantiated by facts. It maintains questionable neutrality in its approach to the Bible.  

  

Naturalism is another important philosophy that underpinned the historical-critical 

method. It is understood that nature is governed by a set of unchangeable natural laws and that 

everything in the world should be explained from natural causes alone. Therefore, those that 

cannot be explained naturally must be considered mythical. It proposes that unless that which is 

beyond natural laws can be shown to be reasonable, or at least not contrary to reason, it is not 

appropriate to believe in them. Therefore, the Christian understanding of miracles, divine 

revelation and the birth of Christ must be seen as difficult-truths that can hardly be accepted as 

real. 

 

Another philosophy which also influenced the rise of the historical-critical method is 

empiricism. Empiricism can be explained as all known knowledge must be based upon 

authentication by experience and research. It maintains that any knowledge which cannot be 

confirmed through research and experience must be taken with doubt. This notion is summed up 

by Troeltsch cited in Dawes. He described the historical-critical method under three broad 

                                                           
49

 Hick and Knitter, eds., The Myth of Christian Uniqueness, 8-9. 



23 
 

 

 

categories of criticism, analogy and correlation.
50

 It can be said that Troeltsch‘s viewpoint hardly 

works against the Christian Bible. For instance, Jesus Christ as portrayed in the Gospels is not 

only the center of the Christian faith, but also a real Person who lived on this earth at a particular 

time and place in human history. Therefore, the events narrated and the characters presented in 

the Scriptures must be seen as real and part of the historical continuum, as ―evidenced by a 

growing volume of documentary and archaeological evidences.‖
51

  

 

Similarly, another philosophical antecedent was the Enlightenment, seventeenth and 

eighteenth century European intellectual movement which spread to have eventual influence 

over all aspects every knowledge and discipline. The term ―Enlightenment‖, which is embedded 

in an intellectual skepticism as against the traditional Christian beliefs and canons, denotes an 

―illumination‖ which contrasted the hypothetical dark of the previous ages. From its very 

beginnings, the Enlightenment celebrated the power and goodness of human reasonableness.  

 

Other philosophies that influenced the rise of the historical-critical method include 

subjectivism
52

 which maintains that the authors of the Bible could not have written about issues 
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beyond their time. Evolutionism
53

 alleges that if the thoughts of Scripture are more refined, then 

the thoughts are most recently revised and finally modernism.
54

 It must be noted that these 

philosophical thoughts first contributed to the rise of higher-criticism, which later gave birth to 

the historical-critical method.  

 

2.3. The Historical-Critical Method Defined 

With the emergence of the historical-critical method, many Christian scholars, including 

the liberals, conservatives and evangelicals alike, have grappled with its relationship to the Bible 

as a tool for biblical studies. Edgar Krentz discusses about ten issues that could be considered as 

challenges and objections from several scholars.
55

 Nonetheless, it must be emphasized that the 

emergence of the historical-critical method has given biblical studies an undertone of 

philosophical, cultural and socio-scientific consequences. This methodology ushered in a 

hermeneutical approach based on scientific perception of history but blurs the relationship that 

must exist between history and theology.
56

  

 

Earliest founders of form criticism, like Bultmann and Gunkel, maintained that the Bible 

can be studied with the view that divine things can be historically and rationally explained, and 
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that faith is not dependent on the historic accuracy of the Bible.
57

 In essence these 

presuppositions, arguably, have influenced biblical and religious studies in much the same way 

as they do in science and historical investigations. As a result, much of the criticism is based on 

―reason, for all truth is rational, and what is rational is capable of proof.‖
58

 

 

Edgar Krentz believes that the method has: 

made history criticism the approved method of interpretation. The result is a revolution of view point in 

evaluating the Bible. The Scriptures were, so to speak, secularized. The biblical books became historical 

documents to be studied and questioned like any other ancient sources. The Bible was no longer the 

criterion for the writing of history; rather history had become the criterion for understanding the Bible. The 

variety in the Bible was highlighted; its unity had to be discovered and could no longer be presumed. The 

history it reported was no longer assumed to be everywhere correct. The Bible stood before criticism as 

defendant before judge. This criticism was largely positivist in orientation, imminentist in its explanations, 

and incapable of appreciating the category of revelation.
59

 

 

This assessment of the method by Krentz is supported in biblical studies, in that ―the 

classic use of the historical-critical method reveals its limitations. It restricts itself to a search for 

the meaning of the biblical text within the historical circumstances that gave rise‖
60

 to the text. 

That is why the method must be interested in other possible ways of which biblical revelation 

was given.
61

 As a method, it is insufficient in appreciating the aspects of Scripture that are 

considered as revelation. Barth commenting on its use called for a theological interpretation of 

the method since he believes that historical criticism is only the first step in the task of 

interpretation.
62

 Like any other tool of interpretation, the aim of the method is to ―wrestle with 

the text until it speaks to modern man, until the walls between the then and now fall down, and 
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God‘s word addresses man.‖
63

 However, it lacks the ability to wholly deal with the Scriptures. It, 

most often, separates the historic fact from complete faith and it is yet to provide the means in 

handling the many revelation-related issues in the Bible.  

 

In our contemporary biblical studies, this methodology has been employed by a number 

of scholars, either in its pristine form or in its modified versions. The pristine form of historical-

critical method assumes that either the supernatural can be explained, or it can be safely ignored. 

However, some of the modified versions seem to recognize the method‘s inability to subject 

revelation to scientific investigation and that it makes room for the supernatural.   

 

Krentz adheres to the latter and summarizes his view as this:  

There is only one point at which biblical scholarship might conflict with secular historians. The goal of 

secular history is anthropocentric: the activities of man. In reconstructing the narrative of biblical history, 

biblical scholarship must ask whether the object includes God‘s actions with and for man in space and 

time.
64

  

 

In other words, the historical-critical method must objectively dialogue with the Bible in 

an attempt to establish its place in biblical scholarship. The Bible as an object of study includes 

God‘s action, that is, God‘s interventions in human history. Even though, the method stresses the 

human and the historical aspects of the Bible, it must make room for the divine aspects of the 

Bible.  
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These are the various approaches that make up the historical-critical method: textual 

criticism, form criticism, source criticism, redaction criticism, grammatical criticism, structuralist 

criticism, historical criticism and its new forms such as the social-scientific criticism. 

 

2.3.1. Textual Criticism 

The method of textual criticism deals with the process of ―reconstructing the original 

wording of the Biblical text‖ in a manner that establishes ―the history of the transmission of the 

text through the centuries.‖
65

 It involves the two main processes, of recension and emendation. 

Recension is the selection, after examination of all available material, of the most trustworthy 

evidence on which to base a text. Emendation is the attempt to eliminate the errors which are 

found even in the ancient manuscripts.
66

 

 

The aim of textual criticism is to seek the text from the most ancient evidence or 

manuscripts. In this act, a reading peculiar to a single document is to be considered a suspect that 

may be attributed to a scribal error; even though, it is well supported in the manuscripts. Again, it 

notes that in parallel passages the tendency of copyists would be to make the readings agree, and 

therefore, in such passages, testimonies are to be preferred. The textual critics must maintain that 

the reading to be preferred is the one that gave rise to the others, or which appears to comprise 

the elements of the others and that it agrees with both the Old Testament and the New Testament 

original manuscripts or with the style of the individual writer.
67
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2.3.2. Historical Criticism 

Soulen defines historical criticism as that which deals ―with the historical setting of a 

document, the time and place in which it was written, its sources, if any, the events, dates, 

persons, and places mentioned or implied in the text, etc. Its goal is the writing of a 

chronological narrative of pertinent events, revealing where possible the nature and 

interconnection of the events themselves.‖
68

 Also it ―is based on assumptions similar to those 

used in working with other ancient texts. The biblical critic is concerned with both the situation 

depicted in the text and the situation which gave birth to the text.‖
69

 

 

This method investigates the historical, social, political, and cultural contexts that surrounded 

the birth and the acceptance of the literary work. Historical criticism employs history as a means 

of understanding a literary work more clearly. It operates on two assumptions: first, the social, 

political, and cultural contexts affect the creation of any literary work and second, the meaning 

of literature can change overtime as these same contexts do change.
70

 Due to these assumptions, 

historical criticism examines both the periods within the story line and the period in which the 

story was born into.
71

  

 

Again, it considers the original audience‘ response to the material as well as the meanings 

and implications of specific words, symbols, images and characters which can change in the 

course of history.
72

 What this implies is that it is difficult to understand an individual‘s life 

without some sense of the time and place in which the fellow lived. In the same vein, an author's 
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purpose cannot be understood without understanding the cultural norms and events during the 

writing of the work.
73

 

 

2.3.3. Grammatical Criticism 

John H. Hayes and Carl R. Holladay define grammatical criticism to include the attempts to 

deal with issues relating to the language of the text. The issues include the words themselves, 

either alone or in phrases, as well as the way in which the words are put together or the syntax. It 

examines the rules of grammar at the time the passage was written and the meaning and 

understanding of the passage depending upon the existing grammatical issues.
74

 What it means is 

that this method covers all the grammatical structures employed in word study. 

 

―If textual criticism is concerned with establishing the wording of the text, and historical 

criticism with investigating the history in and of the text, grammatical criticism analyses the text 

through its language.‖
75

 According to Hayes and Holladay, the grammatical criticism is 

concerned with how individual words function as carriers of meaning and how those words are 

arranged in phrases and sentences to form meaningful grammatical units. The grammatical 

criticism helps the modern mind to re-create and enter into the author‘s thought world by using 

analytical tools like semantics, philology and linguistics, etymology, grammar and syntax, and 

lexicography. Its basic assumption is that the language we use gives others access to our 

thoughts.
76
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2.3.4. Source Criticism 

Source criticism is seen as ―that investigation of a text which seeks to explicate the intention 

and achievements of the author through a detailed analysis of the component elements and 

structure of the text itself‖
77

 by seeking what and why of the text. It can be seen that source 

criticism deals with the task of analyzing the literary features of a given document to determine 

its literary appeal, origins, and state of written composition in order to establish what particular 

sources make up the entire unit.  

 

2.3.5. Form Criticism 

Derived from the German word Formgeschichte, (literally means ―form-history‖), form 

criticism ―may be loosely defined as the analysis of the typical forms by which human existence 

is expressed linguistically; traditionally this referred particularly to their oral pre-literary state.‖
78

 

Even though, the method is based on the theory of a long period of oral tradition before events 

were committed to writing, form criticism seeks to get behind the written sources by studying 

and analyzing the ―form‖ of individual gospel traditions. It describes the characteristics of the 

various forms and how they developed during the period of oral transmission in the church.
79

  

 

This method arose as a response to an alleged lack of historical trustworthiness in the gospel 

stories. It takes an evolutionary view of the development of the gospel stories through the era 

known as the oral period of the church. Form criticism has as its primary goal to recover the full 

living history of the ancient literature (the Bible) so that all the oral stages can be placed into 
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their settings in the life of Israel. Its other goal is to operate as a tool of exegesis to help grasp the 

meaning of texts. 

 

However, some scholars maintain that form criticism is not devoid of philosophical 

principles. For instance, commenting on the historical-critical method and the role of form 

criticism, Cardinal Ratzinger argues that ―at its core, the debate about modern exegesis is not a 

dispute among historians; it is rather a philosophical debate.‖
80

 He maintains that ―in the 

diachronic reading of an exegesis, its philosophic presuppositions become quite apparent.‖
81

 

However, the Cardinal believes that the method, if purified from its rationalistic tendencies, is a 

good tool for interpretation. Again, the Pontifical Biblical Commission of April 21, 1964 

instructs that 

As occasion warrants, the exegete may look for what sound elements there may be in the ‗method of form-

criticism,‘ that could aptly be used for a fuller understanding of the Gospels. However, he must move with 

caution in this area, because the method is often interlaced with inadmissible philosophical and theological 

principles which frequently vitiate both the method itself and its judgments on literary questions.
82

 

 

Based on these arguments and several others, David Farnell argues that form criticism is 

more philosophically driven than methodologically driven and must be considered as an 

ideology. He maintains that to apply its skills in biblical scholarship is to be confined to its 

presuppositions and invariably damage the historical credibility of the Gospel accounts.
83
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2.3.6. Tradition Criticism 

Tradition criticism is basically a part of form criticism which deals with ―the study of the 

history of oral traditions during the period of their transmission.‖
84

 It attempts to recreate the 

entire history of a particular literary piece from its fictional roots, onward development into its 

oral stage, its composition and final redaction into written form. In its application to the New 

Testament, tradition criticism is used to establish the growth of traditions from Jesus through the 

early church to the gospel writers and prepares the stage for form and redaction criticism. It tries 

to trace the evolution of the form and, sometimes, meaning of concepts, words or sayings.  

 

For instance, tradition criticism may be interested in how a single parable is developed and 

narrated in two or three different versions.
85

 The presuppositions behind this method compel the 

critic to be decidedly skeptical about the authenticity or historicity of the gospel traditions. 

Therefore, its goal is to refute those who wish to take the traditions of the gospels as real 

history.
86
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2.3.7. Redaction Criticism 

Redaction criticism ―seeks to lay bare the theological perspectives of a Biblical writer by 

analyzing the editorial and compositional techniques and interpretations employed by him in 

shaping and framing the written and/or oral traditions at hand.‖
87

 This method builds on the 

results of source and tradition criticism. According to Robert Stein, it treasures and examines the 

editorial work of gospel authors in order to see their emphases and purposes.
88

 Put differently, it 

seeks to uncover the theology and setting of the author by studying the way they modified 

traditions, arranged them and stitched them together. In essence, this method asks why the author 

included, excluded or modified a particular tradition and tries to identify distinctive patterns, 

interests and theological ideas.
89

  

 

The task of redaction criticism can be summarized as the task of analyzing individual 

traditions of a text by comparing it with parallels, in order to identify common and unique 

phrases and words. It also includes analyzing the whole gospel in comparison with other gospels. 

Unique elements must indicate which way the story is going and repeated phrases must show 

emphasis and special interests. Finally, as the gospel unfolds individual traditions must interact 

to produce the intended message.
90

  

 

2.3.8. Structuralist Criticism 

Structuralist criticism does not deal with history but rather focuses on the structure of the 

language to determine the relationship of the ―whole‖ text. In this case, the critic is interested in 
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how texts communicate and how the meaning relates to what have been communicated. The 

method answers and emphasizes questions like: how does a particular text produced under 

particular cultural constraints embody and give expression to universal concerns? How does a 

reader decode the text or how does the text communicate its deep structure to resonate with the 

thought categories of the reader? In responding to these questions, the structural critic ―falls on 

the text and the reader and the process of reading and understanding rather than on such matters 

as the writing and the author‘s intention.‖
91

 This method could be defined as the project of giving 

literary criticism the speculative firmness of a science of language: the attempt ―to rethink 

everything through once again in terms of linguistics.‖
92

  

 

2.3.9. Social-Scientific Criticism 

The social-scientific criticism deals with the other:  

Phase of the exegetical task which analyzes the social and cultural dimensions of the text and of its 

environmental context through the utilization of the perspectives, theory, models, and research of the social 

sciences. As a component of the historical-critical method of exegesis, Social-Scientific Criticism 

investigates biblical texts as meaningful configurations of language intended to communicate between 

composers and audiences. In this process it studies not only (1) the social aspects of the form and content of 

texts but also the conditioning factors and intended consequences of the communication process, (2) the 

correlation of the text‘s linguistic, literary, theological (ideological), and social dimensions and (3) the 

manner in which this textual communication was both a reflection of and response to a specific social and 

cultural context, that is, how it was designed to serve as an effective vehicle of social interaction and an 

instrument of social as well as literary and theological consequence.
93

 

 

This method attempts to understand the text in terms of the social world by utilizing the 

tools of psychology, anthropology, sociology, and the like ―to recreate the biblical world and to 
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gain insights into the reasoning behind such things as ritual, shame and disease as a social 

control device, and legal procedure‖
94

 

 

Social-scientific criticism
95

 seeks to complement the historical-critical method by 

bringing social-scientific scrutiny to bear both on texts and on their geographical, historical, 

economic, social, political and cultural (including ‗religious‗) contexts. It addresses questions 

pertaining to the social scientific environment of the first-century Palestine, especially, about 

issues of sociology and cultural anthropology. 

 

Even though it can be said that, any hermeneutical method used as a tool in biblical 

studies may come with certain assumptions which may be defined as negative or positive toward 

the biblical text, it seems historical-critical method poses a great challenge to both the exegete 

and the reader since some interpretations resulting from it can cause Christians to lose 

confidence in the Scriptures. Cardinal Ratzinger observes that:  

―Now, at a certain distance, the observer determines to his surprise that these interpretations, which were 

supposed to be so strictly scientific and purely ‗historical,‘ reflect their own overriding spirit, rather than 

the spirit of times long ago. This insight should not lead us to skepticism about the method, but rather to an 

honest recognition of what its limits are, and perhaps how it might be purified.‖
96  
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However, the Cardinal admonishes that Christians must never doubt or reject the method 

but should work on it to reduce some of its inherent limitations. Therefore, the historical critic 

must be honest enough to come to terms with its insufficiencies and then work towards refining 

it. Edgar Krentz shares the same concern about the method and proposes a way to handle it. He 

states that: 

critical methods used with common sense and operating in a framework that does not exclude the 

supernatural are an important and necessary aid to Biblical interpretation. This results in a better grasp of 

the grammatical and historical sense of the Bible. The course of Biblical history is clarified and it is 

possible to see the gaps in our knowledge more clearly. The historical character of the Bible is emphasized. 

The great differences in culture and society between the Biblical world and the modern world are 

highlighted along with the proper purpose of a passage. This all leads to enhanced theological insight.
97

  

 

While Cardinal Ratzinger and Krentz advice against rejecting the method, Eta 

Linnemann, a former historical-critical scholar, and other scholars admonish all evangelicals and 

defenders of classical Christianity to stand up against historical-critical method and its use.
98

 She 

believes that much of the criticisms done under historical-critical method are based on 

speculations. For instance, which one does the scholar choose in explaining the crossing of the 

Red Sea: was the tides low, or a possible drought that reduced the water level beneath the human 

kneel cap or there was a miracle? In this regard, it is therefore, necessary to consider the need to 

curb much of these speculations.  

 

2.4. The Historical-Critical Method: The Method at Variance with its Purposes  

The response to the notion that Jesus of Nazareth historically never existed has been the 

need to reconstruct a ―Jesus‖ who will satisfy the demands of historical and scientific research. 
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This response has been several based on the source material, the personality and background of 

the researcher and the methodology used. ―As an analytical method, it studies the biblical text in 

the same fashion as it would study any other ancient text and comments upon it as an expression 

of human discourse.‖
99 There is always the tendency to blend criticism with philosophy when the 

method is not objectively employed. An example of this is cited in Krentz by Johann Semler who 

differentiates the Word of God from the canon of the church. According to him, the canon does 

not represent a set of divinely inspired texts but just collections of texts chosen by the Christian 

Church for homilies.
100

 On one hand, some scholars like Krentz and Cardinal Ratzinger, who 

embrace the historical-critical method claim that the Bible is an inspired book and admonish 

others on the need to be cautious.
101

 On the other hand, some scholars, especially Doherty, Freke 

and Gandy, using the same method claim that the Bible is uninspired.
102

 This gives scholars and 

researchers the opportunity to relatively draw different conclusions on the same subject. 

 

In view of the fact that the Bible is to be regarded as a collection of texts, it becomes self-

evident that a biblical text addresses only the intentions of the author and that its meaning is tied 

to the author‘s historical context. Benjamin Jowett affirms this by stating that ―scripture has one 

meaning—the meaning which it had in the minds of the Prophet or Evangelist who first uttered 

or wrote, to the hearers or readers who first received it.‖
103

 Therefore, the task of historical-

critical method is to deal with what it means to understand a text historically. The second part of 

the method is its critical aspect. Again, given that the biblical texts are a collection of books for 
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homilies, it is obvious that the authoritative claims of the biblical text must be opened to 

refutation.
104

 What it means is that some texts in the Bible can be challenged, refuted or 

confirmed. There can be no instances of special regard for the Bible when it comes to criticism.  

 

This method has become synonymous with the scientific approach to the Bible, as 

opposed to the theological or the doctrinaire approach of the church. It should be noted that the 

tag ―scientific,‖ contains an implied claim to innovativeness and superiority. Consequently, its 

rise in biblical studies is considered a highpoint in the history of biblical scholarship which 

separates the pre-critical age
105

 from the enlightened and the scientific age.
106

 At this stage in the 

history of Christianity, there appears to be a general consensus that the rise of the historical-

critical method has been a positive development; it has been a benefit to the church,
107

  even 

though, scholars are generally admonished to honestly confront its limitations.  

 

When it comes to its benefits to the Church, Eta Linnemann
108

 believes that, beneath the 

garment of scientific objectivity, historical-critical method is an ideology rather than a 

methodology. Her assessment of historical-critical method sturdily contrasts the positive 

standard evaluations of the method by Edgar Krenz. Krenz, in evaluating the historical critical 

method, upholds that ―it is a mistake to think that there is such a thing as a sacred method. A 

method does not have faith or unbelief; there are only believing or unbelieving interpreters.‖
109

 

The argument of Krentz seems to be the norm when it comes to biblical studies and historical-
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critical method. Unbelieving interpreters, like Earl Doherty, use the method in a manner that 

rejects much of what had been regarded as orthodox Christian teachings, like the birth of Jesus, 

his death and resurrection and belief in miracles. It is a tool that can work fiercely against the 

Bible in the hands of unbelieving interpreters. In the same vein, believing interpreters can make 

good biblical studies with the method but must be ―used in an objective manner.‖
110

  

 

However, Linnemann‘s vilifications of the method seem to be vindicated in some 

respects. She believes that the method has put on a cloak of scientific neutrality and objectivity 

just to deceive interpreters. It leaves the impression that while orthodox Christian theology is 

founded on often un-scientific premises, historical-critical method is free from such 

presuppositions. Again, the method only lays a one-sided emphasis on Scripture: ―the work of 

human authors, documents of ancient religious history, written in a dead language, and a 

conceptual world no longer immediately comprehensible to us.‖
111

 Furthermore the historical-

critical method has segmented biblical studies into critical believing interpreters of the Bible and 

critical unbelieving investigators. Therefore, it can be argued that the historical-critical method 

has taken the issues in biblical studies and interpretation to the extreme.  

 

It must be noted that Linnemann is not the first to point out the inadequacies of the 

historical-critical method. Gerhard Maier
112

 categorically declared ―the end of the historical-

critical method‖ as early as 1974. This recognition of the limitations of the historical-critical 
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method has called for the need to investigate its origins, its philosophical outlook, and its impact 

on studies about Jesus.  

 

Another insufficiency associated with the historical-critical method is the widespread 

lack of agreement and the inconclusiveness of the results among scholars. For instance, a section 

of scholars in the historical Jesus study basically agree on their reconstructed Jesus as an 

apocalyptic prophet.
113

 While another section of the scholars within the Jesus Seminar argue 

vigorously against the apocalyptic prophet stance. They rather consider their Jesus as a 

contemptuous philosopher or teacher.
114

 

 

In all these diversified stances, the most intriguing aspect of the historical-critical method 

is its relationship with the supernatural. In its strictest sense, this method plies on the hypothesis 

that all events that counter the ordinary course of the universe and circumstances of divine 

intervention are not viable to be considered historical. Consequently, all supernatural elements in 

the Bible are taken to mean any logical indication of something other than supernatural. This 

presupposition is embedded in the historical-critical methodology in a way that automatically 

regards miracles as inauthentic.  

 

Furthermore, the method seems to have defeated its own claim of multiple attestations 

which explains multiple happenings of event in the Bible as authentic. This deficiency is more 

demonstrated in the rejection of Jesus as a historical being, his miracles in the gospels despite the 
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fact that, recent scholarship demonstrates that the miracles of Jesus are among the best multiplied 

attested events in the New Testament.
115

 Miracles are rejected because they flout the laws of 

nature; they cannot be investigated scientifically and are not repeating themselves in 

contemporary times. Therefore, the only logical conclusion is that miracles could not have 

occurred in the past either.
116

  

 

However, a compromised position seems to emerge. The place of the supernatural is seen 

on one hand as a philosophical problem and on the other hand as a historical problem. The 

philosophical problem deals with the ontological explanations of miracles in the natural world 

and this agrees with Troeltsch‘s methodology.
117

 It looks into the reality of miracles happening 

in the world. In this case, the present and our contemporary understanding of miracles should 

determine whether miracles did happen in the past or not. Whiles the historical problem deals 

with the epistemological explanation of miracles in the world; our knowledge of its occurrence 

throughout the history of human existence. This looks into how humankind has dealt with 

miracles, its reality and occurrence. This is an approach by Meier
118

 and Ehrman.
119

   

 

Yet, the proposed solution by Meier and Ehrman is still within the range of philosophical, 

though they assert that miracles can occur, their approach leaves traces of disbelief. As 

demonstrated in the ongoing argument, any use of historical-critical method together with the 

traditional understanding of the Scriptures will definitely depart at some point. In embracing the 

existence of miracles, the interpreter may fundamentally depart from that which is considered 
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scientific and by using natural or logical modules to explain miracles, the work of the interpreter 

may sound weird in the minds of traditional Christians. And by blending the two, they face 

rejection on both sides.  

 

2.5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, it can be said that the critical function of the historical-critical method do 

affect the historical authenticity or reliability of the biblical texts in ways that depict the Bible 

and its content as a book in conflict with itself. This inevitably, will affect the content of faith 

expressed in the texts of Scripture to a greater degree. Again, other inadequacies are rooted in the 

method in a manner that makes its application in biblical scholarship very challenging. For 

instance, those who offer epistemological explanation to miracles want to provide the needed 

knowledge about whether miracles have been happening in our world or not. However, the task 

has been a daunting one. The more difficult one is the ontological explanation of miracles. It has 

been difficult for critics and historians to dispute the reality or non-existence of miracles in our 

world. Clearly, the findings of the historical-critical method in such matters as miracles seem 

problematic.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

JESUS EXAMINED UNDER THE HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHOD 

3.1. Introduction 

The previous chapter dealt with the analysis of the historical-critical method and the 

possible deficiencies that may hinder well-balanced biblical studies. This chapter delves into 

how Jesus has been assessed under the historical-critical method. According to Robert M. 

Price,
120

 many of the details of Jesus‘ life were ―borrowed‖ from a contemporary religion, 

Mithraism, and several other god-man deities of Greek mythology. His assertion is based on the 

fact that these mythic religions were founded before the birth of Christianity; and if the 

personalities involved were assumed to be mythical, then, the same can be said about Jesus.  

 

The central theme of this argument is that there are a number of historical and mythical 

figures whose life stories contain these elements of virgin birth, the infant escaping death, 

execution and eventual resurrection in glory.
121

 So what makes the case of Jesus different? Even 

though, a conservative Christian scholar may argue for the uniqueness of Jesus but just as we do 

not regard Hercules as a historical figure, a case can be made that Jesus was also a mythical 

character. Jesus, probably, existed in the narratives of his followers because his real existence is 

shrouded in mysteries and myths. However, such arguments are prejudiced. The reason is that 

these myths may have been coined around a particular real story that was about to unfold. 

Especially, in the case of Jesus, some of his life details can be proven historically. The facts 
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about his life, ministry, teachings, crucifixion and resurrection, and his many followers can be 

demonstrated historically.  

 

3.2. Assessing the Data about Jesus of Nazareth 

The argument in favor of a mythical Jesus is based on the assumption that authors who 

lived within the first century and beyond wrote nothing or little about him. They believe that 

secular historians who lived around the time of Christ should have written about him if he really 

existed. These critics consider his story as too profound to be neglected by the first-century 

scholars. For this reason they try to refute any historical record about Jesus that had appeared in 

some secular records as later insertions from some Christian scholars.
122

 As a result, little 

validation is given to the gospels concerning the authors, the man they wrote about, the towns 

mentioned and some other details about Jesus of Nazareth. However, a counter argument can be 

made against such claims.  

 

For instance, the socio-economic importance of Nazareth or Galilee seems to be left out 

of the argument. Therefore, some questions must be asked. What was the significance of 

Nazareth within the wider range of Greco-Roman politics, commerce, religion and history? With 

the exception of political revolts within the Palestinian region in general, how much reports do 

these scholars read about Nazareth, the region, or the Galilean suburbs from the non-Palestinian 

authors? There were many limitations in the era of Jesus in relation to international events at the 

time. The world and the people seemed far apart with little flow of information from one part to 

the other. Even official information could take a number of months to get to the provinces let 
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alone information about a peasant Jewish rabbi. First century Palestine (A. D.) must not be 

judged from our modern perspective. The irony is that many critics have done so without testing 

the facts with evidences from the first-century Palestine. It should be stated that if well assessed, 

the Gospels seem to be filled with many details about Jesus that need to be tested with secular 

history and other contemporary issues of the time.  

 

3.3. Christianity under the Caesars 

As part of his introduction, Luke begins the account of Jesus‘ earthly ministry with the 

reign of Caesar Augustus. He mentions that Jesus was born during the reign of Augustus. 

According to Luke, the entire ministry of Jesus took place in the context of the Roman Empire 

and under the strong personalities of the Caesars. Every Jew knew that their nation was not free 

and this has influenced their self-understanding which was apparent during the inter-testamental 

period. However, there was an ingrained hope during the periods leading to the New Testament 

era that a new exodus will soon surface to liberate God‘s people from the yoke of the pagan 

rulers. This ingrained hope is interpreted as the ―Jewish eschatological hope‖ by Schweitzer.
123

   

 

This, also, may explain why Luke probably situated his gospel account of Jesus within 

the time-space reality of the Roman Empire, but never wrote with the motive that ―the kingdom 

of Jesus [will] subvert and overthrow the kingdom of Rome.‖
124

 This assertion about the Gospel 

of Luke must be embraced since at the time of writing, Jesus had died and ascended to heaven 

whereas the gospel is being preached throughout the known world. Therefore, the only way for 

                                                           
123

 Simon, J. Gathercole, ―The Critical and Dogmatic Agenda of Albert Schweitzer‘s The Quest of the 

Historical Jesus‖ Tyndale Bulletin (2000) 51: 261-283. 
124

 Brian J. Walsh, Colossians Remixed: Subverting the Empire (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 

2004), 69-70. 



46 
 

 

 

Luke to include aspects of Roman history will be for the purposes of history; that is, to factually 

place Jesus within history. Moreover, facts about the Caesars are verifiable and therefore, if well 

studied, must put to rest issues about the a-historicity of Jesus.  

 

At this point, it should be clear that the author of the gospel of Luke intentionally relates 

to the Roman Empire for the purposes of history. He states that the birth of Jesus coincided with 

the decree by Caesar Augustus that the whole world be counted. It must be recalled that 

Augustus‘ reign was marked by great building projects as well as peace and security – what has 

been famously called the Pax Romana.
125

 For this reason, it is plausible that his empire-wide 

census was to ensure fair assessment of the number of peoples in his kingdom and its 

corresponding tax returns.  

 

Paul Maier believes that Augustus had other interests. One of them was an intense 

interest in religion within his realm and that the census may also had religious dimension as well. 

According to him, philosophical skepticism that had resulted from the Greek sophists had 

decreased dramatically the belief in the traditional Greco-Roman gods and that a growing 

number of the citizenry were joining the philosophical cults of the Greeks. As a result, Augustus 

encouraged his subjects to return to the worship of these gods and thus, the need for the people to 

return to their hometowns to be registered. He, then, restored eighty-two temples in Rome alone 

and became the pontifex maximus (highest priest) of the traditional Roman cult.
126

 Though 

Maier‘s point could be a good reason for the census, it proves the factuality of the census and 
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that Luke‘s intentions are validated. However, a second look at the census may furnish modern 

readers with some insights about the historicity of Jesus. 

Luke 2:1-2 records Augustus‘ decree to register the known world.  

The Greek reads: Ege,neto de. evn tai/j h`me,raij evkei,naij evxh/lqen do,gma para. Kai,saroj 

Auvgou,stou avpogra,fesqai pa/san th.n oivkoume,nhnÅ au[th avpografh. prw,th evge,neto h`gemoneu,ontoj 

th/j Suri,aj Kurhni,ouÅ  

This is translated as: ―In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the 

world should be registered. This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was 

governor of Syria‖ (NRSV).  

The Greek verb used is avpografh, from apografw, which literally means to ―enroll‖ or 

―register‖ and connotes an official listing of citizens.
127

 As stated earlier this decree may have 

several objectives. On one hand, it could have been a census taken in part for the purpose of 

assessing taxes. On the other hand, it could also mean assessing the number of citizens in his 

empire or to assess the decline in the number of people attending the traditional religious cults. 

This research is not interested in the purpose of the registration or the census but whether the 

Lukan account of an empire-wide census by Caesar Augustus really happened.  

Can we point out any historical record outside of the Bible that shows whether Augustus 

ever issued such a decree? The answer is affirmative. Historical records within the first-century 

B.C. have revealed that Augustus authorized three censuses during his reign. These are listed in 
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the Acts of Augustus,
128

 a list of what Augustus thought were the thirty-five greatest 

achievements of his reign. The censuses were ranked eighth in the Acts. The Acts of Augustus 

were placed on two bronze plaques outside of Augustus‘s mausoleum after he died. These 

empire-wide censuses were in 28 B.C., 8 B.C., and 14 A.D. And in all probability the 8 B.C. 

corresponds well with that of Luke 2:1-2.  

Although scholarship popularly dates Christ‘s birth between 4 and 7 B.C., the 8 B.C. 

census does fit into the records of the time. Since decrees must first get to the provincial 

governors for an onward transmission into various localities. At least, by the time it got to 

Palestine, the time might have elapsed in a year or two. 

However, the difficulty with Luke‘s account is the mentioning of Quirinius as the 

governor of Syria in 2:2. That which makes this account difficult is a matter of reconciling the 

Gospel account with the history of the time. Ancient Roman records reveal that Quirinius 

became governor of Syria around 6-7 A.D., about eleven years later. Much about this man is 

known to us since many ancient historians wrote about Quirinius. Historians like Tacitus, 

Suetonius, and Dio Cassius, as well as Jewish historian Josephus all wrote about him.
129

 He was 

called Publius Sulpicius Quirinius and was believed to have died in 21 A.D.  

Some scholars consider this variance as an error and use it as one of the bases in denying 

the authenticity of the Lukan account and the historicity of Jesus.
130

 However, the statement of 

Luke does hold the key to solving this alleged anomaly. The phrase ―This was the first 
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registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria‖ solves the puzzle. The Greek 

word prw,th (translated as first) by its form is an adjective, ordinal, nominative and that it 

qualifies the nominative noun avpografh (Census). However, it is an adjective of no degree; 

meaning, it is not to be counted as one preceding several others of the same kind. It does not 

suggest a sequence of events. Therefore, it can be translated as ―prior to‖ or ―before‖ when used 

in reference to time. This may be a viable solution to the apparent variance because the Greek 

text of Luke 2:2 can be translated as, ―This census was taken before Quirinius became the 

governor of Syria.‖  

Another point of contention is the reason behind why people in all places under the 

Roman rule, for instance Joseph and Mary in Palestine, should travel to their ancestral homes for 

a registration. Some historical-critical scholars believe that this never happened because it could 

have resulted in chaos since many people would be crisscrossing the world at the same time.
131

  

However, several evidence point to the fact that those journeys were indeed done under 

the Roman rule in relation to empire-wide census. And that the decrees, sometimes, took at least 

a year or two before it reached the far most provinces of the empire. In Egypt, for instance, 

several of these documents regarding a Roman census prove this fact. A Roman document dated 

104 A.D. concerning an ongoing census instructed citizens with specific commands to return to 

their original homes for the exercise.
132

  The document lists some information people were 
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expected to provide for the census. This also, somehow, answers the notion why all people from 

all places moved to their ancestral towns to be counted since it was required. 

 

3.4. The star of the magi 

Another historical hint which can help in our modern investigation with regards to the 

historicity of Jesus was the Star of the Magi, or the wise men from the East and their journey to 

find out from Israel the meaning of the extraordinary star that appeared on the day Jesus was 

born as found in Matthew 2. This phenomenon was interpreted as a mere passing away of a 

meteor or a miracle that is beyond any human investigation.  

 

However, with the coming of Kepler‘s discovery of more than 700 stars and his 

subsequent investigations of the heavenly bodies, this mystery has been solved. Johann Kepler, 

in the early seventeenth century, observed a conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn and later Mars in 

the sign of the Pisces
133

 with such brilliance that it looked ―like the most beautiful and glorious 

torch ever seen when driven by wind‖.
134

 He concluded that this might lead to the discovery of 

the year Christ was born. With earnest calculations, Kepler discovered that the conjunction of 

Jupiter, Saturn and additionally Mars, to form as extraordinary star, in the sign of the Pisces 

occurred in AUC
135

 748 or 749 which corresponded with the 8 or 7 B.C. dating. 
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3.5. The Death of Herod I 

The accounts of the Gospel writers demonstrate that Jesus was born during the reign of 

Herod I, also known as Herod the Great, who died in AUC 750 or 4 B.C., according to 

Josephus.
136

 Historians have verified this date to be true by using astronomical calculations of 

the eclipse of the moon which occurred few days before the death of Herod in AUC 750.
137

 This 

is to suggest that Jesus was born a year or two before 4 B.C. By this argument, it is prudent to 

consider 6 or 5 B.C. as the year Jesus of Nazareth was born. Such dating falls in line with the 

popular command to slaughter children from two years and below.  

 

3.6. Luke 3:1: the fifteenth year of Tiberius 

Luke, again, provides his readers with another clue about the period in which both John 

the Baptist and Jesus began their public ministry. It was in the fifteenth year of Caesar Tiberius. 

Tiberius reigned jointly with Augustus in AUC 765 (or 12 A.D.) and a sole ruler of the empire 

after the death of Augustus in AUC 767 (or 14 A.D.).
138

 Consequently his fifteenth year will be 

AUC 782, counting from the period he independently ruled since this was the usual Roman 

method or AUC 779, if counted from the time he jointly ruled with Caesar Augustus. This was 

supposed to be their thirtieth birthdays in keeping with the Jewish customs of the day (Num. 

4)
139

. By reckoning back thirty years from AUC 779 or 782 will leave us with AUC 749 or 752 

as the year they were born since Jesus was six months younger than John the Baptist.  
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However, AUC 749 is to be preferred since it agrees with the census of Augustus and 

Kepler‘s calculations made from the conjunction of Jupiter, Saturn, Mars and other stars that 

appeared as the star of the Magi. Other references regarding dates and personalities in the 

passage of Luke 3 do fall in place in the context of the birth, ministry and death of Jesus Christ. 

Pontius Pilate became the governor of Judaea in 26 A.D. and reigned for ten years. Caesar 

Caligula deposed off Herod Antipas from the throne in 39 A.D. and Philip, the brother of 

Antipas, died in 34 A.D.
140

 It should be stated that Jesus might have died before 34 A.D., granted 

that his public ministry lasted for three years. 

 

3.7. Internal Sources: The Synoptic Gospels or all the Four Gospels? 

New Testament scholars like Luke Johnson illustrate what has been noted as the 

difference between the Jesus of John and the Jesus of the Synoptic Gospels. He argues that Jesus 

―in John appears as more a symbolic than a literal figure. He bears the narrative burden of 

revealing God in the world.‖
141

 This argument is used to support the idea that John‘s Gospel 

lacks historical backing to be included in the search for the historical Jesus. The Gospel of John 

is practically removed from the gospels as a source for the historical Jesus research. What this 

means is that some differentiate the narratives about Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels from that of 

John. By symbolic, they mean he cannot be historical. However, such observation can be an 

overstated assertion. Historical-critical scholarship has somehow overemphasized the theological 

differences in the four Gospels by equating diversity with incongruity.
142

 Un-harmonized 

                                                           
140

 Durant, 281. 
141

 Luke T. Johnson, Living Jesus (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1998), 183. 
142

 Diversity in this sense deals with the various approaches used by the individual authors of the gospels in 

a manner that bore their personalities, backgrounds and styles. Such uniqueness within and among the gospels does 

not mean the gospels are un-interrelated, independent of each other and incongruous. 



53 
 

 

 

diversity has become a critical dogma which is constantly used to reject one account (the 

Johannine) from the others (the Synoptics).
143

  

 

It has been asserted that, unlike the Synoptic Jesus, the Jesus of John is not a real 

historical man.
144

 One of the reasons given is that the teaching ministry of Jesus prominent in the 

Synoptics is missing in the Johannine accounts. Another stated difference made between John 

and the Synoptics is that most of the Jesus‘ public ministry in the narratives of John are situated 

in Jerusalem and small account of his Galilean ministry is reported (John 4:43-54; 6:1-7:1). 

Again, three other Synoptic accounts that are considered key importance in the search for the 

historical Jesus are absent in John. Firstly, the baptism of Jesus is not mentioned in John‘s 

narrative. Secondly, the twelve disciples appear for the first time in 6:67 of the Gospel of John, 

without any prior account of their calling by Jesus. And finally, John never mentioned the first 

trial before Caiaphas and what seemed to have happened to Jesus after he was taken to Caiaphas 

before he was sent to Pilate (18:24, 28).
145

 In essence, these differences are seen as reasons for 

the rejection of the gospel of John in the historical Jesus research.  

 

However, such arguments tend to ignore some important details that are present in every 

piece of literature such as the personality of the author, interests, style, purpose of writing, the 

intended audiences, as well as sources for the narrative. This is one of the reasons why John is 

not in line with the other three gospels. At the same time, John is in line with the other gospels as 
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sources for the historical Jesus. The difference between the Jesus of John and the other gospels 

can be seen as a difference of approach and style. It must be understood that even within the 

Synoptic Gospels, there exist a Synoptic Problem
146

. 

 

Another argument against the Gospel of John is that his Jesus spoke more about himself 

than the Jesus of the Synoptic gospels. Historical-critical scholarship is prejudiced about the ἐγώ 

εἰμι, ―I am‖ statements attributed to the historical Jesus in John‘s Gospel.
147

 It is believed that 

this is possibly the most notable aspect of a second century redaction that seem uncommon to the 

rest of the Gospels.
148

 Due to this, Johannes Weiss argued that ―The contemporary state of 

Gospel criticism justifies our excluding the Gospel of John almost totally from our 

investigation.‖
149

 This same argument is supported by Walter Weaver. He points out that John 

―raises great difficulties and should be largely omitted.‖
150

 Granted that these concerns may be 

legitimate to some extent, why can‘t investigate what John seem to add as a proof of the 

historicity of Jesus? May be John was more interested in the divinity of Jesus and for this reason; 

he could make many references that depict Jesus as divine. 

 

This reasoning is supported by Petr Pokorný. He maintains that, the ―I am‖ statements 

appeared long before the first-century in self-introductions by a divine being (Exod. 3:14; 20:2) 
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and was not a Johannine creation. Even Mark records some of these statements.
151

  According to 

Mark, Jesus introduced himself to the High Priest by using the phrase ἐγώ εἰμι: ―and Jesus said: 

‗I am (ἐγώ εἰμι)‖‘ (Mk 14:62). Again, both Mark and Matthew give an account of Jesus walking 

on the sea and in order to calm their fears he said to the disciples: ―ἐγώ εἰμι (I am); do not be 

afraid‖ (Mk 6:50; Mt. 14:27).  

 

In the Great Commission Matthew concludes with the same expression: ―ἐγὼ μεθ᾽ὑμ    

εἰμι (I am with you) all the days (28:20).‖ This same feature is present in the Gospel of Luke. In 

his gospel, Luke recorded about three instances in which Jesus used the expression in some of 

his discourses (Lk. 21:8; 22:70; 24:39). Therefore, what is seen as unique about John is a 

singular characteristic that permeates through all the gospels. If there is anything synoptic about 

the four gospels, certainly, the ―I am‖ statements are the common force. Furthermore, if the 

Synoptic Gospels, with all the ―I am‖ statements, are used in depicting Jesus as historical, then, 

the Gospel of John can equally depict Jesus historically. 

 

3.8. The Gospel of John and the Historical Jesus 

This section investigates the Gospel of John in a manner that demonstrates its inclusion in 

the search for the historical Jesus more vividly. Particular interest is taken in reviewing some 

passages in the Gospel of John that affirm the Jewish customs, within the period in which Jesus 

lived, as historical. This is done as a response to the assertion that the Gospel of John must be 

considered as unreliable source for studying the historical Jesus.
152

 The argument is that none of 
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the gospels is neutrally historical; there is always an inseparable blend of both theology and 

history.  

 

What seems valid about the fourth Gospel is that it presents much difficulty in tailoring 

together what can be called ―concise sequence of events and topography‖ of the historical Jesus. 

So it becomes much easier for one to base his historical work about Jesus on the Synoptic 

Gospels. Paula Fredriksen supports the apparent chronological and geographical difficulty by 

asserting that there is ―lacking [the] sort of comparative data that the synoptic gospels provide 

for each other, it is difficult to say ‗what sources or traditions that stand behind John‘s Jesus.‘‖
153

 

Therefore, there must be a separation between historicity and chronology.
154

 The difficulty of 

arriving at concise sequence of events and geography does not negate facts about the historicity 

of Jesus in the gospel of John. Those who reject the gospel of John do miss the opportunity to 

uncover some unbiased and unselective historical facts about Jesus in the fourth gospel.  

 

For instance, Geza Vermes believes that John‘s narration of an ―interrogation‖ not a 

―trial‖ in front of a high priest (not two high priests) is reliably historical than the trial narratives 

found in the Synoptic gospels.
155

 The general notion is that Jesus was questioned by two high 

priests and this is found in all the Synoptic Gospels (Matt. 26:3; Mark 14:55; Luke 22:52). 

However, Jewish tradition allowed for one high priest to serve in the sanctuary and would be 

replaced in the case of death or incapacitation. Therefore, John‘s account of a high priest at the 
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trial of Jesus depicts the Jewish tradition of the day. John‘s account sets a more historical setting 

for the historical Jesus than the Synoptics.  

 

Again, the Gospel of Mark situates the ministry of Jesus around the confines of Lower 

Galilee and alleges that Jesus visited Jerusalem just once.
156

 Meanwhile, in John chapters eleven 

to twenty, Jesus worked within the regions of Judea and probably made at least three trips to 

Jerusalem. Should we follow ―the scholars of Synoptic Gospels‖, it means that the Gospel of 

Mark has no Judean ministry for Jesus of Nazareth. However, it is in the Gospel of John alone 

that the student of the Bible is furnished with the truth that Jesus visited Jerusalem quite often. In 

contrast to the Synoptic Gospels, maybe except Luke, it is John who tends to suggest that the 

regions of Samaria played a major role in the ministry of Jesus. Sean Freyne contends that it is 

only the writings of John which seem to buttress the religious tensions that historically existed 

between the Jews and the Samaritans.
157

  

 

In all these arguments, it should be stressed that what has been provided by John about 

Galilee and Judea have been duly supported by extra-biblical history.
158

 The historian must study 

Jesus in his Palestinian Jewish context. And such scholar must find John indispensable since his 

knowledge about Palestinian Jewish practices is evident in most of his reflections about the 

customs of his day. For instance, John‘s account on the Feast of Booths has been reported to 
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―reflect an accurate knowledge of the festal ceremonies in the Jerusalem Temple area.‖
159

 Paul 

N. Anderson believes that archaeology exonerates John more than the Synoptic writers and that 

it preserves much information about pre-70 A.D. Jerusalem and Judea.
160

 In John, the unseen 

history of Jesus becomes real in the mind of his readers. John mentions the historical Jesus 

making a whip to drive away the money changers in the Temple. Archaeology has proven that 

earlier Temples never had the Hanuth (the area for shops and the large animals to be sacrificed) 

but the Temple built by Herod the Great had such extension where the laws of purity never 

extended to.
161

 The Hanuth had those things that whips can be made from in those days. So it 

might not be surprising if Jesus clearly made a whip to drive away those who made the house of 

God a market center.  

 

Paula Fredrisksen notes that the information in John‘s Gospel ―is historically more sound 

[in] the probable duration of Jesus‘ ministry, the Sanhedrin‘s concern for the political 

consequences of his preaching, the pitch of popular messianic excitement around the Passover, 

the extent of the Jewish authorities‘ involvement on the night of Jesus‘ arrest, the date of his 

arrest relative to the Passover‖
162

 than the Synoptic Gospels. It can be argued that Jesus is 

portrayed more historically within his first-century Judaism in the gospel of John than the 

Synoptic Gospels.  
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Moreover, it seems John understood the Jewish customs and purification rites more than 

the Synoptic writers. In John chapter two, the writer mentions the importance of stone vessels as 

a reflection of Jewish purification rites
163

 at the wedding Jesus attended in Cana. Archaeologists 

believe that this fact is well grounded in the customs of the time and that such vessels have been 

found in two sites vying for the ‗Cana‘ of Jesus‘ day; these are Khirbet Kana and Kefer Kana.
164

 

Charlesworth notes that these stone vessels were found in all the villages known to the historical 

Jesus and that its manufacturing date back to the period of Herod the Great up to 70 A.D. with an 

exception of few sites like Nazareth that continued the production even after 70 A.D.
165

 

 

It has been argued that John‘s portrayal of Jerusalem and its environs in his writings has 

received endorsement by recent archaeological discoveries.  Among the gospels, only John 

mentions the presence of a pool north of the Temple with five columned porticoes. His 

description of the pool and its porticoes is considered more accurate, even, than that of Josephus 

and other extra-biblical narrations.
166

 The Pool of Bethsaida has been excavated and verified by 

archaeologists. It does have five porticoes as stated in John and its ruined columns are visible in 

present day Palestine.
167

  

 

Another Pool called Siloam is reported in John chapter nine and again recent excavations 

have proven him right. The Pool of Siloam is believed to be the biggest Jewish purification bath 

that antedates the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. Therefore, the gospel of John must 
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be considered a key material for studying the real historical existence of Jesus of Nazareth. The 

relevance of such information cannot be overestimated in discovering the Jesus of history. The 

Jesus revealed in the gospels is the same Jesus who walked around the Pools of Bethsaida and 

Siloam. In essence, if the vessels used at the wedding in Cana are historically verifiable, then, the 

man on whose accounts these things have been mentioned must be historical. 

 

3.9. External Sources: Evidence from Non-Christian Writers 

History and scientific research have revealed that mythical beings have not been involved 

in real-time human episodes. Again, hardly can such beings be traced with living evidence. 

However, in the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, there are several material evidence and 

human acquaintances from both the Biblical records and the non-biblical records that coincided 

with the period he lived in. Just as archaeology has proven that the New Testament is filled with 

authentic geographical locations, secular and extra-biblical records show that the Bible is also 

full of genuine personalities.  

 

Much of what the Bible has been accused of as false has later been proven accurate 

through archaeology. Many of the Old Testament personalities and topographies that were 

disputed as a-historical have been proven historical by archaeologists. Charlesworth, for 

instance, has provided some information about the Hittites which at first were considered 

fictional story of some sort by the biblical authors who as usual created another myth. However, 

he has provided much information about the Hittites which includes when they founded their 
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empire, their contributions to history, their language, craftsmanship (iron-smith), geography and 

chronology.
168

  

 

Under the influence of historical-critical tools, Jesus is being disputed as historical for the 

non-existence of his own personal writings. Meanwhile, the same arguments are used in 

considering personalities like Socrates as historical. Such critics do not assume Socrates to be a 

figment of the imagination of his students. Therefore, if Socrates is believed to have lived based 

on the accounts of his students, then what prevents the world from accepting Jesus as a historical 

being based on the accounts of his disciples and non-Christian writers.  

 

Josh McDowell in his book, The New Evidence That Demands A Verdict, argues that no 

serious scholars will venture into declaring Jesus a myth. He sets out from the very first chapter 

of his book in providing all the evidence that prove Jesus historically. McDowell 

comprehensively investigates all the known secular documents that lay claim on the historicity of 

Jesus. By secular, he meant non-Christian writers whose writings coincided with the history of 

Jesus or contained some records about him. These included Cornelius Tacitus, Lucian of 

Samosata, Gaius Suetonius, Pliny the Younger, Thallus, Phlegon, and Mara Bar-Serapion.
169

 

Considering the worth of information contained in this book, this research work has reviewed 

some of these writers: 
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3.9.1. Cornelius Tacitus (55 - 120 A.D.) 

Cornelius was a Roman historian who lived within the first and the second centuries 

through the reigns of a number of Roman monarchs. He is considered one of the greatest 

historians of ancient Rome. Cornelius Tacitus is among several other non-Christian authors 

whose writings confirm the Biblical account of Jesus‘ execution at the hands of Pontius Pilate 

(who governed Judea from 26-36 A.D.) during the reign of Emperor Tiberius. He wrote that 

―Christus, the founder of the [Christian] name, was put to death by Pontius Pilate, procurator of 

Judea in the reign of Tiberius. But the pernicious superstition, repressed for a time, broke out 

again, not only through Judea, where the mischief originated, but through the city of Rome 

also.‖
170

  

 

According to the above passage, Jesus was known as ―Christus‖ who existed during the 

reign of Tiberius. He founded Christianity and had followers who spread some ‗pernicious 

superstition‘ but was put to death by Pilate. Tacitus asserts that Christianity originated in Judea 

and later spread to Rome. He regarded the Christian faith as a ―superstition‖ that spread from 

Judea to other parts of the empire. A superstition which was difficult to be controlled signifies a 

statement of fact. It reveals the zeal of the apostles in evangelizing the good news about Jesus.  

 

3.9.2. Lucian of Samosata (120 - 180 A.D.) 

Lucian lived in the second century and was a Greek satirist. He was also fond of rhetoric 

and contemptuously ridiculed the early Christian church. Lucian, though ridiculed the early 
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Christians and their Christ, his literary works confirmed that Jesus was executed by crucifixion 

and that he truly founded Christianity.  

The Christians, you know, worship a man to this day- the distinguished personage who introduced their 

novel rites, and was crucified on that account... It was impressed on them by their original lawgiver that 

they are all brothers from the moment they are converted and deny the gods of Greece, and worship the 

crucified sage, and live after his laws.
171

  

 

According to him, the crucified man was a sage, a lawgiver, a monotheist and a man who 

forged for the unity of all his followers. It can be said that words like these from a critic makes 

Jesus a unique person. 

 

3.9.3. Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus (69 - 130 A.D.) 

Gaius Suetonius was a prominent Roman historian who wrote about the lives of the 

Roman Caesars. He served as a court official under Emperor Hadrian and also wrote several 

annals for the Imperial House. Suetonius witnessed the expulsion of the Christian Jews from 

Rome as ordered by Emperor Claudius (Acts 18:2) and confirms that the Christian faith was 

founded by Christ. He stated that ―As the Jews were making constant disturbances at the 

instigation of Christus, [Claudius] expelled them from Rome.‖
172

  

 

This statement also explains why the Jews wanted the Christians to be killed in order to 

exonerate themselves as respecters of the Roman law. It says that the disturbances were made at 

the instigation of Christus, a statement that could only be made by an enemy since Jesus died 

before Claudius became an emperor. It was part of a grand ploy to get rid of the Christians for 

exalting Jesus as the Savior of the world. Also, the Jewish leaders could not embrace the 
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message of the apostles that the Jesus who lived in Palestine and died on the cross is alive. 

Therefore, they initiated most of the attacks against the Christians and also incited the civil 

authorities to kill them. However, the important point is that this secular writer had heard of 

Jesus and referred to him as Christus. 

 

3.9.4. Pliny the Younger (63 - 113 A.D.) 

Pliny admits that Christians were tortured and executed for not denying Christ. He wrote 

to Emperor Trajan explaining why too many citizens were being killed for their refusal to deny 

their faith. He wrote that  

I asked them directly if they were Christians...those who persisted, I ordered away... Those who denied they 

were or ever had been Christians...worshiped both your image and the images of the gods and cursed 

Christ. They used to gather on a stated day before dawn and sing to Christ as if he were a god... All the 

more I believed it necessary to find out what was the truth from two servant maids, which were called 

deaconesses, by means of torture. Nothing more did I find than a disgusting, fanatical superstition. 

Therefore I stopped the examination, and hastened to consult you...on account of the number of people 

endangered. For many of all ages, all classes, and both sexes already are brought into danger.
173

  

 

In Pliny‘s letter, the recurring theme is the willingness of the Christians to die for Christ. 

Here, Pliny mentions Christ without any reservation about whether he lived or not. He knew 

Jesus has existed, many had believed his message and that the Caesars wanted them to deny their 

Lord but they refused. This would hardly be reasonable if Christians, at that time, knew He never 

existed. He, however, asserted that their religious practices (obviously without images and 

symbols) were disgusting and fanatical superstition. 

 

3.9.5. Thallus (died around 52 A.D.) 

Although the works of Thallus exist only in fragments, he was the first to attribute a 

natural explanation to the midday darkness which occurred during the Passover of Jesus‘ 
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crucifixion. He dismissed the darkness as something that happened without any supernatural 

occurrence but attributed it to a natural cause (a kind of solar eclipse). Nonetheless, it has been 

argued that a solar eclipse cannot physically occur during a full moon due to the alignment of the 

planets. According to Phlegon of Tralles, who was a second century secular historian, there was 

a total darkness and dismisses it as a solar eclipse. He also states that the event occurred during 

the time of Tiberius Caesar. 

On the whole world there pressed a most fearful darkness. The rocks were rent by an earthquake and many 

places in Judea and other districts were thrown down. This darkness Thallus, in the third book of his 

History, calls, as appears to me without reason, an eclipse of the sun. For the Hebrews celebrate the 

Passover on the 14th day according to the moon, and the passion of our Savior falls on the day before the 

Passover. But an eclipse of the sun takes place only when the moon comes under the sun. And it cannot 

happen at any other time... Thallus records that, in the time of Tiberius Caesar, at full moon, there was a 

full eclipse of the sun from the sixth hour to the ninth-manifestly that one of which we speak.
174

  

 

The gospels (Matt. 27:45 and Lk. 23:44-46) report this same account of nearly three 

hours of total darkness, an event that contradicts the scientific explanations of eclipses. 

 

3.9.6. Celsus (died around 178 A.D.) 

Celsus greatly criticized Christianity by using the exact  accusations the Pharisees used 

against Jesus in a manner that subvert what have been addressed in the New Testament. Though 

many of these non-Christian literatures have been criticized as being either edited or inserted by 

the early Christians, it can be stated that this is not the exact case with Celsus. Since volumes of 

his works were purposely intended to damage the reputation of Christianity and the fact that he 

aggressively attacked all Christian writings; dismiss out rightly any chance by critics to assume 

such position of any Christian interpolations. As any scholar would have done, Celsus was 

obviously aware of the Christian faith that is why he wrote his exposition in the form of a 
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dialogue between a ―Jewish Critic‖ and himself. This also may give us a clue into which sources 

he used to argue against Christianity. 

 

Celsus commenting on the miracles of Jesus stated that:  

Jesus, on account of his poverty, was hired out to go to Egypt. While there he acquired certain [magical] 

powers... He returned home highly elated at possessing these powers, and on the strength of them gave 

himself out to be a god... It was by means of sorcery that He was able to accomplish the wonders which He 

performed... Let us believe that these cures, or the resurrection, or the feeding of a multitude with a few 

loaves... These are nothing more than the tricks of jugglers... It is by the names of certain demons, and by 

the use of incantations, that the Christians appear to be possessed of [miraculous] power.
175

 

 

Celsus unquestionably confirms the existence of Jesus, but what he did was to debate the 

source of power behind the miracles he performed. He agreed with the Pharisees by trying to 

dismiss these miracles as not from God but resulted from demonic possession and deceptive 

tricks. However it must be noted that in his attempt to refute the miracles of Christ, Celsus 

entered into much confusion. That is, on one hand he accused Jesus of performing magic he 

learned in Egypt whiles a lad, then later stated that it is by the power of possession. On the other 

hand, he stated that the miracles were not really miracles at all but were illusionary tricks 

performed by a deceiver and finally he asserted that the miracles never happened. This clearly 

depicts the intentions of Celsus. 

 

McDowell further argues that, there are a number of hostile documents about Jesus and 

Christianity from Jewish sources that do confirm his historicity. He considers these attestations 

too valuable to be ignored in the assessment of Jesus as historical or mythical being. For 

instance, he analyses what the Babylonian Talmud says about the crucifixion, Jesus and his 

disciples and the virgin birth. McDowell maintains that the Talmudic passages confirm Jesus as 
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real being who lived historically. He, then, turned his attention to Josephus and his testimonies 

about Jesus of Nazareth.
176

 Here is a review: 

 

3.9.7. Flavius Josephus (37 - 100 A.D.) 

Josephus was a first century Jewish commander and a historian. He was born only three 

years after the crucifixion of Jesus and that makes him a credible witness to the historicity of Jesus. 

Josephus, in his remarks about Jesus, wrote these: 

Now there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of 

wonderful works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many 

of the Jews and many of the Gentiles. He was the Christ, and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal 

men among us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him. For 

he appeared to them alive again on the third day. As the divine prophets had foretold these and ten 

thousand other wonderful things concerning him. And the tribes of Christians so named from him are not 

extinct at this day.
177

  

 

It must be remarked that many critics have disputed some of the words in this passage as 

Christian interpolations.
178

 However, even if one agrees with the critics that indeed some of the 

words are not Josephus‘, he still testifies to a number of things in the above quotation. That is, 

Jesus lived in the first-century A.D.; he performed miracles that caused many to believe him to 

be the Christ. He was considered a teacher and had many followers. Jesus was tried by Pilate and 

was crucified. He founded Christianity and the community of Christians exists even up to the 

time of his work.  

 

3.10. Jesus and the Old Testament 

On its peripheral basis, the historical-critical method assumes that certain characters in 

the Bible never existed. Some aspects of the Bible must be understood as myth or fiction. It is a 
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text which took several years to evolve. However, when the four Gospels are studied it becomes 

clear that Jesus never considered the Bible that way. He mentioned Old Testament characters and 

employed several Old Testament quotations. In investigating the historical Jesus, it is clear that 

such passages may be of special importance, since they allow the modern scholar to understand 

the historical viability of Jesus, his understanding of the reliability and authority of the Bible as a 

historical book.  

 

Sometimes, it becomes very difficult to understand the notion that Jesus Christ never 

existed as historical being when a careful study of the New Testament texts reveals a very 

complex personality difficult to naturally forge or impose upon. For instance, Jesus mentioned 

about twenty-four Old Testament characters and groups in ways that confirm his knowledge 

about them. These conversations, however, make it somehow impossible to believe that a second 

century evangelists created a mythical being and attributed several Old Testament references to 

him.  

 

Jesus neither gave any logical modules as explanation to any of the Old Testament 

miracles nor questioned any of the supernatural interventions mentioned in the Old Testament. 

He embraced the giving of manna to Israel by God as historical (John 6:32). He, even, referred to 

the strange narrative about Jonah being in the stomach of the sea creature (Matt 12:39-40) and 

even likened it to his impending death, burial and resurrection. The scholar who is arguing 

against the historicity of Jesus must not dismiss the importance of these passages and how they 

were used. The coherence and unity of thought do not agree to the notion of later insertions by 

the early Christian church. 
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Jesus accepted the writings of Moses and the prophets as authoritative. They were 

instructive to him and that he was willing to abide by them. He never thought of abolishing the 

law and the prophets, rather, he was the fulfillment of the Old Testament texts. Jesus understood 

the Old Testament as normative and more imperative than performing supernatural signs (Luke 

16:29, 31). His personal attachment to the Scriptures makes it less likely to consider him 

mythical or symbolic. He lived in order to set living and concrete examples for his followers and 

that he thought of himself as historical. 

 

3.11. Conclusion 

Archibald M. Hunter claims that:  

The Christian faith stands or falls upon the sinless life, the sacrificial death, and the miraculous resurrection 

of Jesus Christ- and all other miracles are minor occurrences in comparison to that one. If the resurrection 

actually happened, then for God to open blind eyes or heal any illness or make the lame walk or even to 

open the Red Sea is obviously within the realm of possibility.
179

  

 

This passage contradicts others made by several scholars who, though, defend the 

historicity of Jesus but under the auspices of historical-critical method, present a different view 

of what historicity of Jesus should mean. Robert Funk
180

 and the Jesus Seminar write to defend 

the historicity of Jesus but dismiss all the supernatural tendencies in the New Testament as 

second century Christian distortions.
181

 Again, J. D. Crossan
182

, J. B. Green
183

, and K. Lake
184

 

maintain the same notion about the historical Jesus they portray in their books. The same can be 
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said about E. P. Sanders.
185

 However, supernaturalism is a viewpoint that must be considered by 

the adherents of the historical Jesus since the Jesus within the Gospels is the Jesus revealed.  

 

It should be noted that the more historically any scholar tries in reconstructing ―the real 

Jesus‖, the more apparent it appears that such a Jesus would become comparatively different 

from the Jesus portrayed in any of the Gospels. However, if the historical Jesus being sought for 

by these scholars is the person the Gospels, in their very diversity and commonality, portray to 

us, then, the historical Jesus must be understood to mean more than the Jesus of any one 

particular Gospel. Therefore, a significant understanding of the nature of the Gospels 

(harmonious diversity) must keep New Testament scholars constantly in check.  

 

The fact that each of the four gospels is not a complete portrayal of Jesus should compel 

scholars to understand that no single gospel gives a sufficient picture of Jesus and that the 

standpoint of each gospel is just one perspective among the four. The historical Jesus is not 

present in one single text but in several texts. From several diversified perspectives the gospels 

reveal him. Therefore, the plurality of the Gospels requires the scholars to be acquainted with 

this fact. By presenting four different gospel accounts of Jesus that are not synchronized for us, 

these texts challenge every scholar to seek the Jesus to whom all the four accounts reliably 
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portray. This hunt for the historical Jesus to whom all the four Gospels reliably reveal, requires 

scholars not to be content with just a literary character of Jesus in any of these gospels, but must 

look for the living Jesus outside his literary portrayals.  

 

Finally, in arguing for the historicity or a-historicity of Jesus, it must be stated that the 

story of Jesus as presented in the Bible does not lend itself to a mythical creation of some sort. It 

is a life of real historical being with complex details. The reason is that his relationship with the 

Bible does not leave behind any traces of imposition or insertions on the part of the Christian 

church. He fits well with both the Old and the New Testament records. The Old Testament 

contains prophecies about him and the Gospels narrate how the prophecies unfolded. Jesus 

considered the Scripture as the work of real persons who wrote God‘s Word.  He regarded the 

authors as reliable ambassadors of God. Jesus believed them as inspired authors of God and that 

he was the fulfillment of many of their predictions.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CRITIQUE OF THE HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHOD IN THE LIGHT OF THE 

HISTORICAL JESUS STUDY 

4.1. Introduction 

Whereas the previous chapter reviewed Jesus under the historical-critical method, this 

chapter deals with the analysis of the practical issues of the historical-critical method in relation 

to the attempt to reconstruct the Jesus of history. Christianity from its very beginnings, even 

within its first-century Palestinian context, faced several challenges concerning the nature and 

person of Jesus Christ, its founder. According to the Gospels, the main charge that led to his 

death on the cross was ―who he says he is‖ against what the religious leaders knew he was. This 

controversy about ―the nature and personality of Jesus‖ has never ended, even, with his death on 

the cross.  It ranges on among his followers, even to the present. The Church Fathers battled with 

it and all the early ecclesiastical councils were jeered toward clarifying who Jesus is in the 

history of the Church.  

 

The challenge, interest and inquiry about the figure and personality of Jesus Christ have 

emanated from both the members of the Christian church and the non-Christian critics. With the 

rise of biblical criticism, our modern world (as part of meeting the rudiments of scientific 

research) has tried to create an atmosphere that permits a separation of the historical Jesus (who 

is thought to have worked within the Galilean region) from the Christ of faith (who has been 

preached on the pulpit by the Christian church). This separation, then, renewed new studies in 

the person and figure of Jesus, known in biblical scholarship as the ―Quest for the Historical 
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Jesus.‖
186

 This quest has taken on many forms and approaches. Whiles those who engage in this 

research try to appear as much scientific as possible; almost all of them are much influenced by 

their cultural and philosophical inclinations as well as the prevailing religio-philosophical 

context of the time.
187

 In view of this, some understood Jesus as a myth, others saw him as 

―Oracular Leadership Prophet‖
188

; yet many considered him a revolutionary preacher but non-

apocalyptic (especially, the Jesus Seminar).  

 

As mentioned earlier, the trend of the research speaks much of the period and its 

accompanying global philosophical outlook. For instance, the Enlightenment had an anti-

dogmatic motivation on all the studies made about the historical existence of Jesus. This was 

followed by Rudolf Bultmann‘s desire to demythologize the Jesus of the Gospels. The period 

after Bultmann wanted to recover the core teachings or sayings of Jesus; whiles the modern and 

post-modern periods encompass different groups of people, aims, and methods.  

 

Clearly, each of these phases was engrossed with the first-century Jesus of Nazareth; yet 

the motivations and presuppositions behind each phase were different from each other. Again, 

each phase relates to the culture of the day as well as the historical and sociological setting of the 

period. Another major influence is the advances made in archaeological discoveries (such as the 

Dead Sea Scrolls or the Nag Hammadi) and attempts to provide scholarly insights from the 

social sciences with respect to what constitutes miracles in first-century A.D. Palestine. 
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In spite of these, it must be noted that the past years (from the 1980s) have witnessed new 

and radical challenges in the historical Jesus research; challenges that are typified by varied 

methods and baffling range of reconstructions of Jesus of Nazareth. Example of such works on 

the various modern phases of the historical Jesus research included Crossan (The Historical 

Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant, 1991; The Birth of Christianity: Discovering 

What Happened in the Years Immediately after the Execution of Jesus, 1999), Sanders (Jesus and 

Judaism, 1985), Telford (―Major Trends in Interpretive Issues in the Study of Jesus‖: In Bruce 

Chilton and Craig A. Evans (eds.), Studying the Historical Jesus: Evaluations of the State of 

Current Research, 1994), Wright (Jesus and the Victory of God, 1996), Meier (―The Present 

State of the ‗Third Quest‘ for the Historical Jesus: Loss and Gain‖, 1999), Carleton Paget 

(―Quests for the Historical Jesus‖, 2001), and Evans (―Assessing Progress in the Third Quest of 

the Historical Jesus,‖ 2006). 

 

4.2. The Historical-critical method: A Critique 

There is the need to question the spirit of the historical-critical method and the scholars 

assumed ability to rebuild the past behind the texts of Scripture. The ability of scholars with the 

help of the historical-critical approach to discover the historical context(s) in which the texts of 

the Bible were written has been a breakthrough in biblical studies. However, there has been a 

problem with the process used in meeting the goals of historical-critical method. This problem 

prevails because, in an attempt to discover the meaning of the text, the critic creates a new 

dogma out of the existing text and calls it ―the correct method of understanding the meaning of 

the Scripture.‖ The irony is that, whiles the critic seeks to defy the orthodox teachings of the 

Church; she or he turns out to present rather a more modified dogma out of the traditional 
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orthodoxy. This is portrayed as the better way of studying the Scripture. Yet, hardly will two or 

more critics arrive at a common position. 

Historical-critical tools have established that a piece of literature may have an existence 

somewhat independent of its author; therefore, it is the task of the critic to search and provide the 

―original‖ intents of the texts. This certainly leads to varying results. Again, the method has 

established that the books of the Bible might have been composed from one or more sources. 

This notion is born out of our contemporary research methodology which clearly demands 

sources in every stage of the composition. Our contemporary method of research clearly forces 

the critic to make conclusions out of his or her cultural and philosophical orientations. This is 

certainly not a conclusion resulting from a dispassionate scientific enquiry but out of complete 

criticism.  

 

Modern literary studies, in the spirit of historical-critical method, have provided another 

means of scrutinizing all texts. This is done in a manner that allow the expert to consciously view 

each text through a particular lens, whether ethnic or cultural, as a means of distinguishing how 

the readings must be heard, in spite of the intended meaning of the text. Critics believe this is 

another means of exposing the comfortable half-truths that are only parts of the wider picture, 

held by the author (in this case, the Christian church). It means that no matter the text, there are 

always some things which are really present in each text but may have been ignored or have not 

been previously considered. Due to this, preachers and theologians are accused of only teaching 

half-truths rather than the whole picture which lies in the bosom of the experts and the critical 

historians.  
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The import of this assertion is that churchmen must learn to perform their interpretive 

roles in dialogic (by questioning the text), rather than objectivist (by imagining from the text), 

terms. In this case, one will learn to appreciate the role of the historian and the critic in 

reconstructing new meanings out of the old texts. And it applies to the way Jesus must be studied 

and understood in our contemporary setting. 

 

However, the issue still borders on the matter of how books are categorized; one of this 

categorization is the inspiration of the Bible. By nature, the Bible is both human and divine book. 

So, to what extent can the historian or the critic go in critiquing the real meaning of the divine 

traits associated with the Bible? 

 

One weakness of the historical-critical method is that it deals mainly with the genre of the 

texts. The genre is based firmly on social and cultural factors as the sole factors in generating and 

producing all action, including linguistic action. ―Genres are primarily defined as the socially 

ratified text-types in a community.‖
189

 This understanding rule out all other possible factors that 

became part in generating and producing the texts that makes up the Bible. Due to this, the many 

branches of the historical-critical method such as form, source, redaction, tradition criticisms, 

and others are used diachronically (analytically) rather than being used synchronically.
190

 This 

means that the texts are fragmented in the course of the analysis by the scholar in order to 

understand the history and pre-history of the texts. It is clear that this preference for the 
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fragmented text (the atomization of texts) is deeply rooted in the spirit and legacy of rationalism. 

As a result, historical critics agree that the more atomistic a text is the more scientific. The 

defective aspect of this atomization is that it undervalues the original canonical text.
191

 However, 

Cardinal Ratzinger opposes the recent tenet of the method which maintains that ideas that seem 

to be atomistic or simpler in the biblical text is more original and what appears to be complex is 

assumed to be a current improvement. He believes that ―a simplistic transferal of science‘s 

evolutionary model to spiritual history‖ is an adoption of modern worldview.
192

 This 

evolutionary model results when biblical texts are seen as individual ideas that are not 

interrelated. In other words, the methodological tools of the historical-critical method oftentimes 

suffer from blankly elevating the diachronic understanding over the synchronic understanding of 

the biblical text. That is why the inclusion of the synchronic analysis of biblical texts can be 

useful. 

 

Another criticism of the historical-critical method is its blatant disregard of any book as 

possessing some special qualities, since its interest is in the genre of the texts. And so, if the 

historical-critical method is, primarily, unable to appreciate the fundamental nature of the Bible, 

as a book that was produced within the social-cultural context of the people of Israel under 

inspiration, then anyone who opposes the Bible can appropriately query its relevance in biblical 

studies. Though, such scholar may be regarded as unbelieving, it must be acknowledged that 

even the believing scholars can draw similar conclusions.  
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Maybe its role in biblical studies is preparatory. That is, it raises the historical, textual, 

grammatical and literary issues that can lead to correct theological reflections, if studied 

synchronically. Any other way may pose theological challenges. Theology may be sacrificed in 

an effort to disconnect the timeless truth of Scripture from its very pages and context.
193

 

Therefore, scholars must not study the Scriptures on purely human terms. One of the 

implications is that biblical truth cannot be applied universally across culture and time. However, 

timelessness of Scripture means that it can speak beyond the original context; even to the present 

age.  

 

Yet, in so far as the historical-critical method is concerned, it places all research on the 

Bible at the level of historical enquiry. The emphasis is on the historical authors, the historical 

context, and how the texts were composed to the detriment of the Scriptures‘ divine authorship, 

timelessness and authority.
194

 Its major goal is to establish the historical position of the biblical 

texts. None of the many facets of the method, as a tool, seeks to adequately deal with the 

theological issues embedded in the texts. Rather any departure from that which has been 

considered as acceptable by the method is categorized as ‗Biblicism‘ or ‗fundamentalism.‘
195

  

 

Even the contributions of historical-critical method are sometimes contentious, given the 

angle one is looking at. It is an undeniable fact that some light has been shed on Scripture with 
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new perspectives and clarity, however, never in the history of biblical studies has the humanity 

of Scriptures projected highly over and above its divinity. On one hand, students of Scripture 

have received a further knowledge about the historical context of the Bible with its religious, 

economic, political and ideological issues at every stage of the history of Israel. On the other 

hand, it has also succeeded in fragmenting the texts of Scripture by separating biblical texts into 

its genres and settings. In this sense, some of the texts within a particular book in the Bible can 

be back-dated whiles others on the same page are post-dated. This clearly depicts the texts of 

Scripture as having gone through centuries of editing and that the authors may not be the real 

writers of the books bearing their names.  

 

Today, tools of historical-critical method are regarded as capable tools to respond to 

issues of Scripture like origins, creation, meaning, and the Fall of man. Through the method, 

critical scholars have proposed rational theories for dealing with these complex issues. In the 

end, the several profound truths of Scripture are regarded as unscientific. Theistic evolution has 

been a proposed solution that offers a scientific explanation for the creation account. The same 

can be said about the miracles found in the Bible. Jesus has been given either given a symbolic 

explanation to take of the many science-related issues that come with his historicity or a mythical 

explanation. The implication is that, Jesus may not be the Incarnated Son of God. If he never 

existed, then, he never died on the cross and never resurrected. Therefore, the promises of the 

kingdom become coping strategies for the Christian and that settles it. In essence, modern 

biblical scholarship is defining what is supposed to be accepted as truth with regards to the 
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Scriptures. Eta Linnemann, affirms that the ―Critical (human) reason decides what is reality in 

the Bible, and what cannot be reality.‖
196

 

 

4.3. The Present Stage of Historical-Critical Method 

The most remarkable feature in this area of study is the ―reconstruction‖ of a Jesus who is 

decisively ―historical‖ in nature. This characteristic distinguishes the nature of current historical 

Jesus research from the earlier phases which were characterized by deep Christological and 

religious issues. Currently, the historical Jesus research is considered as part of scientific 

research which must be subjected to the same methodological procedures and constraints 

applicable to all scientific studies. As a result, research players and contributors are not drawn 

from exclusively Christian-Protestant denominations, but generally from all areas of the 

academia including Catholics, Jews, and non-religious groups (agnostics, atheists, and 

secularists). Due to this, Christians (even the conservatives) can no longer determine the 

direction or the outcome of any research done to prove or disprove the historicity of Jesus of 

Nazareth. And since all the major players embrace the modern scientific methods of historical 

enquiry, the only acceptable norm and methodology permitted in this field of study is the 

historical-critical method.   

 

Yet the results or the outcomes are always different. This is due in part to the area of 

study which is considered ―historical‖ rather than ―theological.‖ However, the definition of 

history in this regard is not fairly clear and simple. Another weighty feature is the ―extent‖ of 
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how the historical-critical method (in its various forms) must be employed in studying the texts 

of Scripture. Presently, the extent is somehow limitless. 

 

Finally, another factor that influences the results or the outcomes is the obscure 

dichotomy that lies between what is considered historical and theological in the context of the 

historical Jesus research. The assumption that Jesus can be studied in a purely historical context 

is hardly workable assumption. The reason is that all the various forms of criticisms that 

constitute the historical-critical method do operate within the core areas of many disciplines; like 

archaeology, history, social science, anthropology, theology, and so on. As a result, the outcome 

must be well informed and synchronized. 

 

4.4. The Historical Context of the Historical Jesus Studies 

The context of the historical Jesus research has always been the historical milieu of the 

first-century A.D. Palestine. In this regard Jesus is considered a Jew.
197

 However, the treatment 

of Jesus‘ Jewishness has come with several and different philosophical stances. The relevance of 

his background is downplayed by earlier scholarship; since the early quests hardly saw how 

Jesus could be able to transcend the limitations of the early first-century A.D. Palestine in 

becoming the figure depicted in the New Testament.  

 

Another challenge to the historical context of Jesus research is the assumptions of form 

criticism. It postulates that the Gospels in its present form were derived from several stages of 

oral transmission and that its final edition was done by the early Church. This methodology 
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directs context towards embryonic Christianity rather than its first-century Jewish context.
198

 In 

the instances where Jesus is considered a Jew, the criteria that attest to such fact sets him apart 

from his Jewish context.  

 

With the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, present scholarship on the subject maintains 

that Jesus must be studied within his Jewish context in order to appreciate the structures and 

norms of the first-century Palestine, especially the Jewish World. In this instance too, the impact 

of the scrolls led to many different prepositions. On one hand the Second Temple Judaism was 

understood to be complex and legalistic with several rabbinic attitudes. If rightly understood, 

then, a Jesus who was at odds with the established institutions certainly may not be the true 

historical Jesus of the first-century Palestine.
199

 On the other hand, the Jesus found within the 

Second Temple Judaism is understood to have operated within a prescribed monolithic Judaism 

where much of the teachings were based on righteousness by works alone. This explains why he 

was always at odds with the religious institutions of his day.
200

  

 

In all these enterprises, Jesus is clearly demonstrated as a Jew but the difficulty is where 

to locate him within the complex and diverse structures of the Second Temple Judaism. The 

branch of first-century Judaism which Jesus is thought of to belong has become one of the main 

points of departure. Was Jesus a Nazarene or Essene? Yet again, which office did he hold; a 

prophet, or a sectarian? Whiles such complexities are yet to be addressed, some scholars believe 

that the aforementioned instances are abstract and must be studied in the broader socio-political 
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context of first-century Palestine. In this regard, Jesus is tested with the ‗criterion of plausibility‘, 

in which the main thrust of the matter is whether the actions and deeds of Jesus make sense 

within the first-century Palestinian context.
201

  

 

Since the context has become a very important element in the historical Jesus research, 

present studies on the subject centers on reconstructing the history of the first-century Palestine. 

In this regard, most of the current researches made on the historical Jesus are on the first-century 

Galilee with respect to the extent of syncretism that existed within Judaism and Hellenism, the 

effect of Antipas‘ urbanization policies, military operations and relations, patterns of settlement 

and architecture, the systems of taxation and political structures within the region of first-century 

Galilee and environs.
202

 

  

There is also a tendency to rely on interdisciplinary approaches that depend on 

sociological, cultural, anthropology and the social sciences models in an effort to appreciate the 

first-century Palestinian peasant societies; acts that were considered honor and shame, the nature 

of purity rites, the kind of relationships that existed among the various social classes, and the 

diverse socio-political and religious movements.
203

 In the same spirit of unearthing the historical 

Jesus, several works on archaeology have emerged to play some crucial roles in understanding 

the multiple gaps that seem to exist in the gospels. Many excavations have been done in various 

locations and sites throughout Palestine; areas in Jerusalem, Caesarea Maritima, Sepphoris, 
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Capernaum, and Bethsaida have been excavated.
204

 By insisting on the wider context, several 

scholars have done their studies on the social and religious lives of women together with gender 

issues in the first-century Palestine.
205

 

 

Even though the primary sources for the historical Jesus research seem mainly to be the 

gospels, several scholars in this area of study tend to consult wide range of materials believed to 

be contemporaneous with the era in which Jesus lived. The works of Josephus have been studied 

in relation to the first-century Palestinian issues, especially, within its political milieu.
206

 Several 

Jewish sectarian literatures have been examined in connection to the historic or otherwise of the 

accounts found in the gospels.
207

 G. Vermes has done a particular study on the Dead Sea 

Scrolls,
208

 B. Chilton on the targums,
209

 and several others on the New Testament Apocrypha 

and Pseudepigrapha,
210

 all in relation to reconciling the gospel accounts with the history of the 

first-century Palestine. However, it must be stated that not all the above mentioned scholars do 

their studies with the intentions of reconstructing the Jesus of Nazareth;
211

 however, these 

materials provide sound bases upon which one can situate the Jesus of the gospels within his 

Galilean context.  
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Meanwhile, there has not been much breakthrough in reconstructing a Jesus who meets 

the standards of both scientific research and that of the Christian religion. It can be seen clearly 

from its very beginning that the historical enquiry into the existence of Christ was bound to elicit 

diverse results. Since the field of the research and the methodological tools do present a kind of 

irreconcilable merge from its beginning to the end. The Bible falls under theology which 

basically relies much of its interpretations and applications on faith while the method as part of 

being historical and scientific rely much of its process on reason and critical investigations. The 

first effect of this irreconcilable merge is the tendency to reduce the gospels to mere historical 

documents for the Jesus research. As mere historical sources, critics are bound with several 

issues that are limited to historical research. Such issues are bound to be regarded as myths and 

interpolations. The end result will certainly fail to meet any standard, be it scientific or theology.  

 

What makes the task even more daunting is the fact that the acclaimed reliable data from 

historical enquiry for solving the historicity or a-historicity of Jesus are so inadequate that, in the 

end, the results must be considered as hypothetical. As a result, different hypotheses have 

generated several platforms for Jesus to play all kinds of characters. Based on the same 

historical-critical research, skeptical minded scholars, like Doherty, Price, Freke and Gandy, 

have declared him a-historical figure, a mythical creation of some pre-critical era and that 

nothing can be known about him. Even if he existed at all, he is believed to have possessed the 

same religious inclination as the Buddha or a pantheistic teacher and nothing more. The 

believing minded critics like Crossan, Funk, Meier and Sanders do consider him a sage, a 

prophet, and a teacher of righteousness whose death earned him messianic status by his 
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followers. Jesus has become a figure of all manner of creations due in part to the methodology in 

use.  

 

 Consequently, it must be understood that a correct acquaintance of historical-critical 

method is not a guarantee to the discovery of the real historical Jesus capable of furnishing 

Christianity with Christological truths. However, what it does is to make contributions that will 

primarily prepare the grounds for biblical studies. History can be a stimulus in this field of 

research since it can broaden an individual‘s scope of the context and period within which Jesus 

can be studied. Such enterprise of studying Jesus within the historical scope and context can be 

educative to modern minds who want to support religion with facts.  

 

4.5. Ideologies and Sources: Diverse 

Hardly can one underestimate the importance of sources in the historical Jesus research 

and the need to arrive at the real Jesus of history and of the Bible. That is, the scholar‘s use of a 

source in this research fundamentally determines what kind of Jesus emerges as historical. In 

general terms, one‘s ideological inclination do influence the kind of sources considered as vital 

in discovering the Jesus of history. The liberal scholar is more likely to use extra-material apart 

from the four gospels whiles the conservative is willing to use, at least three of, the gospels as the 

only sources for discovering the historical Jesus. Meier,
212

 Fredriksen,
213

 and Charlesworth
214

 

consider all the gospels, including John, in reconstructing the historical Jesus. Therefore, it is by 
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no means an accident that the Jesus of Meier is different in picture from the Jesus of Sanders,
215

 

Crossan,
216

 or Horsley.
217

 Once a major emphasis is laid on some sources, the Jesus of each 

scholar begins to look different from the other.  

 

With regards to those who use the Q or the Gospel of Thomas as sources, the death of 

Jesus and its significance to the Church is given less prominence.
218

 These sources hardly narrate 

the passion story or the crucifixion with any explicit importance, let alone making any relevance 

of his eschatological promises about the end of this world. In the end, the research findings from 

such sources provide us with a Jesus who is more like a Gnostic teacher. Such a portrait of Jesus 

is given since the gospels are believed to be interpolated by the early church. Therefore, the issue 

of whether the gospels‘ eschatological traditions really came from the historical Jesus or from the 

early church has become very controversial among modern Jesus scholars.
219
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4.6. Conclusion 

The insufficiencies associated with the historical-critical method are diverse, open and 

unrestraint. It possesses a deep level of relativism with regards to the process, what is regarded as 

valid sources and the outcomes of the research. Contemporary biblical studies have shown that 

the Bible can be studied from several angles, and depending on the angle, be it, sociological, 

anthropological or historical, the Jesus of the researcher is bound to be different from what 

Christianity has maintained over the centuries. This aspect of the method makes it very difficult 

to be used by some Christian scholars; hence, its open and blatant rejection by some Christian 

denominations, these denominations are referred to as the fundamentalists by historical-critical 

scholars.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1. The Historical-critical method in Perspective 

It is believed that the attempt to undertake biblical studies using the same methods of 

hermeneutics as other experts studying other academic disciplines is a major breakthrough for 

biblical studies. However, this method is unable to deal sufficiently with issues of divine 

revelation, authority and inspiration of Scripture. Therefore, historical-critical method alone 

cannot be a sufficient tool in dealing with biblical studies in general. Some of the approaches 

discussed in this research work are source criticism, form criticism, redaction criticism and 

tradition criticism in relation to discovering the Jesus of history. In spite of its usefulness in 

biblical studies, the historical-critical method needs to be improved upon in order to be able to 

handle issues relating to revelation and authority of Scripture. 

 

As noted earlier, the growth of the method saw other developments such as the 

importance of grammar and historical context in biblical studies. In its current state, the method 

is not only interested in determining the truth about the Scriptural text, but the ability to 

reconstruct the intent and mindset of the original author. This has added valuable information 

about the background and the context of the Bible. The task of source criticism is to scrutinize 

the authorship and the literary integrity of the books in the Bible. With source criticism, the 

scholar can authenticate the authorship of most of the books of the Bible. Scholars can hunt for 

possible source materials that they believe were used by the authors of the Bible. These source 

materials are collected and scrutinized for modifications in style, genre and history. It has been 

argued that source criticism has been vital in the analysis of the books of both the Old Testament 

and the New Testament. For instance, it argues, to some extent, that Matthew and Luke revised 
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an earlier source document called Q with Mark in composing their gospels. However, the 

argument about the nature of this Q source is still ongoing. Charlesworth believes that ―Q is only 

a modern imagined source, as numerous scholars are now contending.‖
220

 

 

In a similar fashion, form criticism maintains that the authors were not the writers of the 

books bearing their names but collectors and compilers of traditional oral works which had been 

handed down from one era to the other. It also looks into the classifications of the several forms 

of narratives used in the composition of the books. Form critics explain etiological stories which 

deal with origins of things, such as logically explaining the origin of the universe, death and 

natural causes. Other related issue that form critics ascertain is ethnological stories that explain 

how international relations came about, for instance, the relationship between the Israelites 

(descendants of Jacob) and the Edomites (descendants of Esau). It offers explanation to 

geological issues about some significant landmarks. For instance, the credibility of Lot‘s story is 

at stake if critics are unable to locate the pillar of salt as narrated in Genesis. Form criticism, 

again, looks into ceremonial issues in the Bible. Why should a ceremony, like the Passover, that 

is frequently celebrated in the Bible be forgotten without a trace by modern people of the same 

lineage?  

 

Redaction criticism is another approach that examines what has been, supposedly, left out 

of the Scriptures. Critical scholars assert that the gospels were compiled and edited with the 

passing of time and several important materials were left out by the authors. According to critics, 

for instance, the Gospel of Luke initially contained redactions suited for religious and political 
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purposes, but later focused on the eschatological issues found in the original Gospel of Mark. 

However, when the promised Parousia delayed, Luke‘s Gospel was edited and revised. Finally, 

when the early church realized the failed eschatology concerning the end of the world, they did 

further redactions to the gospels turning their attention to creating a just and loving community 

of believers. These redactions are attributed to the various early church councils from Nicaea in 

325 to Carthage in 419, which also sealed the books that were to be canonized and that which 

were not.  

 

Clearly, the debate about the usefulness or otherwise of the historical-critical method still 

rages on. It has made the stages in exegesis very credible by helping to determine what the texts 

initially meant to the audience that both penned and received them. Again, the texts did have a 

meaning at the time of the writing, and these documents undoubtedly never lost that meaning 

when they were carried across from their original setting and culture. Whiles it is difficult to get 

through the layers of antiquity, the historical-critical method is proving helpful in establishing 

what was originally meant. The method is well established in biblical studies in a manner that 

makes it indispensable. Therefore, a call to modify and revise some of its excesses is in line. 

 

5.2. The Search for the Historical Jesus 

The search for the historical Jesus, in view of the historical-critical method, is a puzzling 

enterprise. The Jesus of the Bible is believed to have been born in Galilee between 7-4 B.C. 

According to the Gospels, he was born of modest home, became a rabbi who preached against 

injustices and social evils, spoke about the Kingdom of God and taught ethical doctrines which 

he illustrated with parables. Though much of the information about the period of his existence 
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are known, historical-critical scholars insist that there is scanty substantiation, in terms of 

history, of a person who could be a possible Jesus of that era. Due to the attributed lack of 

substantiation, some critics consider the personality of Jesus a mythical creation by the early 

Christian community. As a result, scholars like Earl Doherty 
221

 Freke and Gandy
222

 and Robert 

Price
223

 have drawn a decided conclusion that the Jesus of the Bible is a myth.  

 

However, some scholars known as the historical Jesus scholars, using the same historical-

critical method, have argued otherwise. According to Meyers, Jesus actually existed as a messiah 

and a leader in a multi-national repentance drive.
224

 E. P. Sanders,
225

 also, maintains that Jesus 

was historical and eschatological. In making a case for the historical Jesus, Dominic Crossan
226

 

argues for a Jesus who was partly magician, and partly a cynic-Greek philosopher. Again, the 

Jesus Seminar led by Robert Funk together with a group of about 150 scholars has voted for a 

Jesus who was ―an itinerant Hellenistic Jewish sage and faith healer who preached a gospel of 

liberation from injustice in startling parables.‖
227

 Whiles the social-scientific scholars like 

Horsley embrace a historical Jesus who alleviated the poor and stood against injustices.
228

  

 

The emerging trend among scholars in the search for the historical Jesus is that each 

person within a particular period creates a distinct Jesus. Again by using the critical tools, 

                                                           
221

 Doherty, The Jesus Puzzle, 201. 
222

 Freke and Gandy, The Jesus Mysteries, 183. 
223

 Price, Deconstructing Jesus, 16. 
224

 Eric M. Meyers, ed., Galilee through the Centuries: Confluence of Cultures (Winona Lake, IN: 

Eisenbrauns, 1999), 153. 
225

 Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 223-225. 
226

 Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant; Jesus: A Revolutionary 

Biography, 27-28; The Birth of Christianity: Discovering What Happened In the Years Immediately after the 

Execution of Jesus, 62-69. 
227

 Birger A. Pearson, ―The Gospel According to the Jesus Seminar,‖ Religion 25 (October, 1995): 317-

338; Craig L. Blomberg, ―The Seventy-Four ‗Scholars‘: Who Does the Jesus Seminar Really Speak For?‖ Christian 

Research Journal Fall (1994): 32-38.  
228

 Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of Violence, 319-321. 



93 
 

 

 

scholars tend to see no irrefutable evidence for a historical Jesus in the Gospels and the Bible in 

general. It can be said that the possibility for any historical scholar to convincingly produce a 

Jesus that agrees with the Gospel accounts with historical-critical method is skeptically minimal. 

The method must be looked into; a change of cause in this research may be the right thing to do. 

A method that fundamentally recognizes the Bible as a revealed Word in the language of human 

authors seems the key to unravel the mystery of the actual existence of Jesus. A faith-based 

approach is never irrational and unscientific; therefore, the method must embrace faith in its 

dealings with the Bible.  

 

5.3. The Argument against Historical-critical method 

In examining the historical-critical method, it can be stated that some of its philosophical 

underpinnings make it insufficient for biblical studies. The simple reason is that, there is an 

initial point of departure; the difficulty of reconciling rationalism with faith, naturalism with 

supernaturalism, and philosophy with theology. Again, to what extent can the researcher go in 

separating the inseparable union of the divine and human nature of Scripture? How can the 

divinity and humanity of Scripture be separated in a way that gives much concentration to the 

human aspects? The method must recognize the inseparable union of the divine and human 

elements of Scripture.  

 

The research have reviewed some basic methodological challenges of the historical-

critical method, some common features among scholars of modern Jesus research and some 

matters of considerable difference. In the examination of the method, it can be said that both the 

method and the area of research (the historical Jesus research) do not cut across continents and 
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cultures. Its outlook is deeply rooted in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries‘ European 

Enlightenment, it is too philosophical and reductive in analysis, and does not relate directly with 

the majority of the church members who are not trained in this field. Aside these, it is yet to 

intensely dialogue with scholars from the third-world or the theologians and scholars from the 

third-world are yet to contribute to the debate about the historicity of Jesus of Nazareth.  

 

Apart from its diversified approaches, no attempt has been made to have an agreed 

format and methodology on which to pursue the historical Jesus research. Why can‘t the players 

have agreed sources? For instance, if the sources are irreconcilably many, then the outcomes will 

take on the same form. This way, every work on the historical Jesus is open to refutation just as 

the Jesus Seminar has been criticized on the basis of cynic traditions in the first-century Galilee 

together with using applications of sociological models. The same can be said about Doherty, 

Price and other like-minded scholars who are using the media (the television and the Internet) in 

discrediting the Christian traditions, because such enterprise has yielded a very less sympathy.  

 

One major limitation of the historical-critical method is subjectivism. It becomes 

dominant when scholars in an attempt to dig up the Jesus of Nazareth end up digging up their 

own creations and shadows. In an effort by some scholars to reconstruct a Jesus whom they 

believe lived historically, they end up producing a Jesus who may agree with or may not agree 

with their presuppositions. The matter of subjectivity in this field of research is becoming a proof 

of agenda-driven researches among some scholars like the Jesus Seminar. On this issue, the 

Pontifical Biblical Commission reviewed the history of the quest for the historical Jesus, 

particularly those done within the nineteenth century, with all its limitations and proposed some 
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improvements to the historical-critical method that made room for more fruitful historical 

research. The proposed improvements included; a) the recognition of the difference between 

objectivity in the natural sciences and human sciences, b) the recognition of the role of the 

historian‘s own subjectivity, and c) the recognition of the impossibility of neutrality and 

complete objectivity in the historical study of the life of Jesus.
229

 

 

Another side of the argument is that the thoughts of postmodernism have laid 

questionable claims on the neutrality of historical-critical method in the historical Jesus research. 

Researches on the historical Jesus are embedded with several issues like culture, audience, 

background and ideological inclinations. Clearly, modern scholars consider it an advantage to 

detach their research from the ancient sources (the Gospels). They want to relate the Jesus of the 

Bible to the socio-cultural context of first-century Palestine. However, much caution must be 

taken in permitting contemporary ideologies to influence the known understanding of Jesus of 

Nazareth by the Christian tradition. This is because in such attempt the figure of Jesus will be an 

imposing one. And that has been the case all these years, since the historical Jesus has always 

been the creation of scholars based on their individual sources and hypotheses. This 

reconstructed Jesus is distinguished from the real Jesus of the Christian faith based on the facts 

from the Scriptures.  

 

Though, the Jesus of historical-critical scholars may clearly share some common features 

with the Jesus of Christianity, he cannot be imposed on the Christian church. Historic 

Christianity has freely ascribed special attributes to the Jesus of the Bible that are deeply 

theological and Christological; and such attributes and values cannot be given to the 
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reconstructed Jesus by critical scholars. The Christian church, by these attributes, has gotten the 

standard upon which every other personality vying for the figure of Jesus is tested and judged. 

This test cannot be thrown away easily. 

 

An emphasis must be made on the fact that the Jesus of the Gospels must be deeply 

appreciated than the reconstructed Jesus of critical scholars. This is because the historically-

created Jesus comes with some agenda. For instance, a Jesus with an egalitarian and a social 

agenda cannot be embraced by all, particularly Jews who may understand such personality as a 

reformer of a bad religion (Judaism) and thereby establishing a good religion (Christianity). A 

similar case can be made against the Jesus Seminar who intends to reform Christianity by 

presenting a Jesus who conforms to a figure of social activist. This also contradicts the traditional 

dogmas of Christianity. Again, Liberation theologians may want to depict a Christ figure that had 

a strong socio-political agenda to liberate the oppressed, yet such figure of Jesus is incomplete 

theologically. The same can be said about the feminist who maintains that Christians must focus 

on the Jesus-movement rather than the personality of Jesus in order to appreciate the importance 

of the oppressed and women as an alternative to a Christian-movement dominated by men.  

 

Though, one cannot rule out the fact that some improvements have been made through 

the historical-critical method, however, the desire by scholars to modernize Jesus to meet the 

needs of contemporary science and information technology era is a controversial venture. It 

seems future studies on the historical Jesus under the influence of historical-critical method is 

bound to be intellectually interesting and theologically challenging in the twenty-first-century 

and beyond. The reason is that, contrary to scholarly opinion, the twenty-first-century is yet to 
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discredit miracles as myths. Majority of people living in this scientific era do believe in miracles. 

Many are still engaged in prayer and spiritual exercises. A lot more daily recite the traditional 

creeds with hope and faith in the personality of Jesus. Yet, whiles some aspects of the historical-

critical methods are being challenged, its centrality in biblical studies is becoming well 

established.  

 

Meanwhile, the sources for studying Jesus will continue to be diverse and debated and 

hardly will scholars have an agreed-upon position in areas of common methodology and sources 

for the historical Jesus study. The area of much contention is the historical-critical method itself 

and how it can be fine-tuned to give attention to the supernatural and the divine. Issues of 

subjectivity and some degree of scholars‘ imagination seem to feature in most historical Jesus 

research. The future figure of the historical Jesus can be anything or may be let time define him 

in the near future.  

 

5.4. Recommendations 

From its very beginnings, this research work has emphasized the insufficiency of 

historical-critical method as a sole means of investigating biblical data. Therefore, it proposes a 

revised form of the method in biblical studies. It is being argued that historical-critical method 

must be revised to be able to reduce its default philosophical stance. In this way critical scholars 

can stand in a position of viewing the Bible holistically, thus, being able to recognize both the 

divine and the human aspects of the Bible. This modification presupposes that historical-critical 

method must make room for an approach that will help deal with the divine aspects of Scripture 

methodologically. That is, both the divine and the human aspects of the Bible must be 
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investigated without overemphasizing one to the detriment of the other. In this case, this research 

work proposes a new approach called an unlocked historical-critical method as a means to 

investigate those areas that are regarded as myth by historical-critical method. 

 

A second recommendation is a call on critical scholars to consider other methods of 

interpretation that makes room for the supernatural aspects of the Bible. One of such methods is 

historical-biblical method.
230

  

 

5.5. An Unlocked Historical-Critical Method: A New Critical Approach 

After examining the historical-critical method, it leaves the individual in dilemma 

concerning the nature of the Bible and the figure of Jesus. Is the Bible a unique revelation from 

God or a mere ancient literature? At the heart of this dilemma among those who object to this 

method of Bible interpretation is the question of how can it be possible to use the historical-

critical method without making the Scripture any other material?  

 

The doctrine of special revelation gives a distinct meaning to the books in the Christian 

Bible. The Scripture contains revealed Will of God for His people. This revealed Will can be 

termed as sacred history and it is the meaning of this Will that God intended to reveal to human 

beings by communicating through human writers. It is deemed so because of the absolute fact it 

                                                           
230

 The historical-biblical method is sometimes called the biblical-grammatical method, historical-

grammatical approach or the grammatical-historical method. It attempts to interpret the Bible by determining the 

meaning intended by the original writer of the text through careful literary exegesis of the text. This is done through 

an understanding of the historical, social, and cultural context of both the writer and original audience of the text, as 

well as employing passages in Scripture that are more clear on the subject to interpret those that are less clear and 

never vice versa [Paul M. Elliott, Christianity and Neo-Liberalism (Tennessee: The Trinity Foundation, 2005), pp. 

240-243]. 



99 
 

 

 

contains and its relation to faith.
231

 This is different from secular history. Secular history deals 

with what happened in the past with adequate chronology. The tools of science and historical-

critical method are adequate means of investigating secular history. However, sacred history 

records what was revealed and can be an interpretation of what happened or what is about to 

happen. Its primary purpose is to offer direction to a particular group of people and does not 

necessarily lend itself to the rigors of science. The reason is that the authors had their audience in 

mind; therefore, they were less particular about historical details and chronology.  

 

Against the background that the Bible contains sacred history, it must be understood that 

the authors recorded what was revealed but not what was tested or investigated. Divine 

revelation, in the context of Christianity, maintains that the sovereign God in all His fullness, 

objectively and directly manifests himself by intelligible words, commands and acts.
232

 This 

stresses the classical Christian understanding of divine revelation as that which has been given in 

the form of verbal truths inerrantly transmitted through the inspired writings known to us as the 

Bible.
233

 Therefore, it is important for all the hermeneutical methods to recognize this fact in 

biblical scholarship. 

 

However, based on its presuppositions, the historical-critical method maintains that the 

biblical world seems mythical or fictional as compared to the modern world. It argues that the 

world of the Bible seems superstitious than the modern world. Again, the ―historical method 
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includes the presupposition that history is a unity in the sense of a closed continuum of effects in 

which individual events are connected by the succession of cause and effect.‖
234

  

Paul Eddy and Gregory Boyd in their book the Jesus Legend, reviews some of the 

arguments from Van Harvey and others on the nature of the world in which the Gospels were 

written. The basic argument is that their world was naïve and mythological and that they never 

understood the laws of nature; therefore, they could only attribute unusual things to supernatural 

beings of all kinds. However, the authors of the Jesus Legend believe that such arguments are 

prejudiced by western-oriented world-views.
235

 

Eddy and Boyd argue against the notion that a closed continuum universe presupposes 

that the universe is governed by universal laws which regulate everything in the world and with 

these laws the universe keeps a fixed and immutable order and that nothing can contravene these 

natural laws. And since it is impractical to defy these natural laws, the logical conclusion is that 

miracles are impossible in the natural world. What it means is that natural laws explain logically 

caused-regularities while miracles portray illogically caused-singularity.
236

 If a natural law is 

understood as the normal, methodical and universal way that the world functions, then it means 

that a miracle is a strange, unsystematic, and infinite way by which God intervenes in the natural 

world. By this logic, then, miracles do upset the natural order.
237
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However, it has been observed that ―humans actually experience the regularity of the 

world; we do not experience a closed continuum.‖
238

 Eddy and Boyd contend that this kind of 

regularity that occurs in this world includes both the natural and the supernatural.
239

 Therefore, 

any denial of the supernatural must be seen as a denial of some aspects of the world. In other 

words, if a miracle occurs, it is not a contradiction or violation of the ordinary laws of cause and 

effect, but rather a new effect produced by the introduction of a supernatural cause.  

It is, therefore, inaccurate to define a miracle as something that breaks the laws of nature. It doesn‘t, if God 

creates a miraculous spermatozoon in the body of a virgin, it does not proceed to break any laws. The laws 

at once take over. Nature is ready. Pregnancy follows, according to all normal laws, and nine months later a 

child is born. The moment it enters her realm it will obey all the laws.
240

 

 

Hence, it can be argued that the universe does not operate within a closed continuum, a 

system that prevents supernatural interventions. The supernatural must not be understood as a 

negation of nature, simply because those things that are considered contradictions are undefined 

and pointless.  

 

In order to complement the method‘s inability to scientifically explain the supernatural 

aspects of the Bible, this research work proposes an unlocked historical-critical method as a 

modified form of the historical-critical method. This modified form of the method, in this 

research work, is taken to mean an attempt to embrace those aspects of Scripture which are yet to 

be repudiated or affirmed by scientific investigation due to humankind‘s inability to test those 

aspects as true or false.  
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Therefore, it is another way for scholars to give meaning to those aspects of the Bible that 

have been classified as myths because they lack scientific explanations. Those aspects that are 

considered as myths are, in reality, the means the biblical authors communicated the word of 

God to the people of Israel. Oswalt distinguishes ancient myths from the biblical narrations. He 

rejects the notion that the authors followed the existing ancient stories in writing the Bible. His 

argument is that the Bible is fundamentally distinct from the religious texts of the ancient Near 

East and the rest of the world. Oswalt maintains that ―the similarities do not indicate unity with 

the thought world around Israel but are the results of cultural adaptation, using readily available 

forms and terms to say something new.‖
241

 This argument is a good cause to propose an open 

form historical-critical method that would not regard the aspects of the Bible deemed myths or 

fictions as ―too true stories to be believed‖ but as means by which biblical truth were expressed.  

 

5.6. Jesus and the Unlocked Historical-Critical Method 

Against the background that the aspects of scripture deemed as myths or fictions are 

understood differently, then, it must be recommended that: 

1.  Although there can be diverse historical sources and hypotheses, this should not make 

the results of the modified historical-critical method on the historicity of Jesus an 

arbitrary or purely subjective endeavor. 

2. The assumption is that, under the unlocked historical-critical method, there must never be 

an apparently irreconcilable gap between what has emerged as the ―historical Jesus‖ and 

the ―Christ of faith.‖  
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3. A modified form of historical-critical method like the one mentioned above, proposes 

that any argument in favor of a specific reconstruction of Jesus that may be regarded as 

the ―real historical Jesus,‖ that may be used to undermine the Christ of faith is one-

dimensional and naive. This is because, Christianity has known only one Jesus who is 

regarded as human and divine. That is why almost all the reconstructed Jesus by scholars, 

whose works have been reviewed, found himself at odds with the Jesus Christ preached 

by the Christian church. 

4. A modified form of the method must curb the issue of relativism and subjectivism among 

critical scholars. Therefore, scholars must not use critical tools to promote countless and 

inconsistent agendas. Currently, critical tools are being used to meet the individual goals 

and objectives of scholars about Jesus; hence, he is understood differently. 

5. Finally, it is the stance of this research work that one can embrace the supernatural 

aspects of the Bible while still being guided by the historical-critical tools.  
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