This paper will argue for the reliability of the canonical gospels for constructing the historical Jesus. First, the available historical sources are identified.  Next, there is a list of criteria by which these sources should be evaluated.  A short discussion will be given to validate the use of this criteria.  Next, the sources will be evaluated on the basis of this criteria. Finally, a comparison between the available sources for reconstructing the historical Jesus and the available sources for reconstructing other historical figures will be made.  

1.
Available Sources

There are several sources of information available through which we are able to reconstruct the life and claims of the historical Jesus.  This evidence can be classified under various categories: 

1.1
Christian sources:

1.1.1
Canonical Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John), 

1.1.2 
Non-Canonical, apocryphal Gospels (Philip, Peter, James, Bartholomew, 

Thomas. etc...)


1.1.3
Other New Testament writers (Paul, James)

1.2
Jewish sources:


1.2.1
Josephus


1.2.2
Talmud


1.2.3
Dead Sea Scrolls

1.3
Roman sources:


1.3.1
Suetonius


1.3.2
Tacitus


1.3.3
Pliny the Younger

2.
Reliability of Sources

This physical evidence needs to be evaluated according the following criteria:

2.1
Reliability of witness/historian.


2.1.1
Date of writing

2.1.2
Corroborating archaeological evidence.


2.1.3
Religious/political bias.

2.1.4
Literary genre

2.2
Accuracy of the document/record.


2.2.1
Accuracy of transmission


2.2.2
Multiple attestation

3.
Comparison with other Historical Figures

The available evidence for reconstructing the historical Jesus will be compared with the available evidence for reconstructing other historical figures:

3.1
Julius Caesar

3.2
Buddha

3.3
Mohammed

The Jesus Seminar critics have claimed that the canonical gospels are an inaccurate source for reconstructing the historical Jesus.  According to them, less than 20% of the sayings are attributed to Jesus.  Over 50% of the sayings are deemed to be additions by later editors
.  As such, the Christ of faith is seen as a myth that has been constructed over the historical Jesus.  

The Jesus Seminar raises questions concerning the reliability of the gospels.  The integrity of the gospel writers is questioned. The gospel writers are seen to be unreliable as they have a theological bias.  Non-Christian historians are considered to be more "objective" and accurate.  Critics question the accuracy of the contents of the gospel documents and the reliability to transmitting this information.   Also, events of supernatural nature are deemed as mythical since they have no scientific basis and are to be rejected.  This paper will not address the issue of miracles.  However, the objections regarding the reliability of the gospels will.

1.1
Canonical Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John)
1.  Date the Gospels were Written
The early date in which the gospels were written relative to the time in which the events which the gospels recorded make it highly unlikely that they are a mythic development.

According to Blomberg, possible dates for Mark range from the late 60's to the 70's.  Matthew and Luke are dated around the 80's and 90's. Finally, John is dated to the 90's and 100's.
  By observing the literary relationship between Mark, Matthew and Luke, many scholars believe that Mark was the earliest gospel that was written.  These scholars postulate the "Four Source Model" where the synoptic gospels drew from the sources called Q, Mark, L and M.  The existence of these earlier sources implies that the accounts of Jesus can be dated at latest to the 60's.
  As the events of Jesus' ministry date to around 30-33 AD, there is a 30 year (or less) interval between the written gospel accounts and the actual historical events.  Thus, the gospel accounts could still be verified by living eyewitnesses.  A myth would be unlikely to develop within that short time interval.

2.  Archaeological Evidence

There is archeological evidence that is consistent with the gospel records.  According to Blomberg, "Archaeologists have unearthed the five porticoes of the pool of Bethesda by the Sheep Gate (John 5:2), the pool of Siloam (John 9:1-7), Jacob's well at Sychar (John 4:5), the "Pavement" (Gabbatha) where Pilate tried Jesus (John 19:13), and Solomon's Porch in the temple precincts (John 10:22-23)."
 There is also an inscription discovered at Caesarea in 1961, providing extrabiblical corroboration of Pilate as Judea's prefect during the time of Christ (Luke 3:1; 23:1-52; Matt 27; Mark 15; John 19).  In 1990, the burial grounds of Caiaphas, the Jewish high priest (Matt 26:3,57; Luke 3:2; John 11:49; 18:13, 14, 24, 28) and his family were uncovered in Jerusalem.
  Thus there is remarkable consistency between the events described and the archaeological record.  This supports the gospel claims to historicity.

3.  Bias of Gospel Writers?
It has been argued that the testimony of gospel writers concerning Jesus cannot be readily accepted because as Christians, their theological interests made them biased witnesses.  This statement is akin to saying that Plutarch and Suetonius are unable to make historically accurate statements regarding Julius Caesar because they were Romans.  Or like saying, that Jews are unable to make historically accurate statements about the Holocaust because they are Jewish
.  Blomberg comments that a double-standard is being applied on the gospels.

Blomberg counters that the gospel writers were interested in accurately preserving Jesus' sayings. These writers did not have Jesus address any of the main controversies (i.e., circumcision of Gentile believers, praying in tongues, etc...) that the early church faced
.   All of these disputes could be resolved by simply making Jesus provide answers in the gospels.  However, the fact that the gospel writers did not do so, indicates that they were indeed interested in safeguarding what Jesus did and did not say.  While not a gospel writer, Paul does make a careful distinction between his own teaching and the teaching of Jesus on the subject of divorce. (1 Cor 7:10 cf. Mark 10:10).  The fact that Paul, an earlier writer than the gospel writers, was interested in preserving Jesus' words makes it plausible that the gospel writers were able to draw from a reasonably accurate tradition of Jesus' words and actions.

Evidence that the gospel writers did not tamper with Jesus' sayings can also be seen by their inclusion of many difficult sayings within the gospels
.  For example, Jesus claims ignorance as to the timing of his return (Mark 13:32). Jesus is unable to work miracles because of the people's unbelief (Mark 6:5-6).  Also Jesus appears to cast doubt on his own goodness and deity (Mark 10:18).  These seem to be counter-productive to the gospel writer's intent of portraying the divinity of Jesus.  The fact that these sayings are included, is evidence that the gospel writers sought to be honest in their presentation of Jesus.

4.  Literary Genre

There are features which make the gospels different from other forms of ancient literature.  For example the gospels place a disproportionate emphasis on the last few days of Jesus' life compared with other historical biographies.  However, according to Blomberg, a comparison of the gospels with other forms of ancient literature finds the greatest number of similarities to ancient historical and biographical genres.  The Synoptic Gospels are similarly to the mostly reliable histories of Herodotus, Tacitus, Arrian, Dio Cassius, Sallust and Josephus.  The gospel of John compares favourably to the Greco-Roman biographies written by Isocrates, Xenophon, Plutarch, Suetonius, Luain and Philostratus
.

5.  Ipsissima Vox or Ipsissima Verba
At this point it is worthwhile to make the distinction between whether the gospel writers recorded the Ipsissima Vox ("his very voice") of Jesus or Ipsissima Verba ("his very words"). Bock argues for Ipsissima Vox
.  He holds that since it was likely that Jesus spoke Aramaic (being the language of his audience) whereas the gospels were written in Greek, the words of Jesus in the gospel were already translated. Next, Jesus spoke to crowds for hours, despite the fact that the recorded speeches in the gospels were only sentences long.  Thus, some summarizing has already been done.  Bock illustrates using numerous examples in the gospels that support the view of Ipsissima Vox
.  

Bock also observes the literary conventions that were prevalent during the time of the gospel writers.  He quotes Thucydides on the Greco-Roman genre of historical writing:

"I have given speeches in the manner in which it seemed to me that each of the speakers would best express what needed to be said about the ever-prevailing situation, but I have kept as close as possible to the total opinion expressed by the actual words."

As such, Bock is careful to point out that even though the gospel writers wrote the Ipssisima Vox of Jesus, this did not mean that the accuracy of Jesus' sayings was reduced.

For example, Luke's intent on preserving historical accuracy can be seen in the introduction to his gospel.  (1:1-4)  

6.  Accuracy of Transmission

Another major objection to the reliability of the gospels is based on the argument that errors were introduced into the documents over the long periods of transmission.  

Both Blomberg
 and Bock
 identify that the ancient Jewish culture and the surrounding Greco-Roman world in which the gospels arose, highly value memorization skills.  Mandatory elementary education for many Jewish boys between 5 and 12 was entirely by rote memory. And the only topic was the Hebrew bible
.   This background makes it plausible that Jesus' audiences could have accurately remembered his sayings and transmitted them.

Furthermore, there was a center of apostolic leadership in Jerusalem during the early expansion of Christianity that was able to correct any aberrant traditions that arose
.  Paul's letters to the early churches demonstrate that this process of correcting wrong practices in the early churches did indeed take place.  The presence of the original apostles also meant that questionable teachings could be verified and accurately transmitted.  The writings in the New Testament epistles and the gospels can be compared to provide numerous examples of how the sayings and deeds of Jesus were transmitted correctly. (Refer to the Appendix at the end of this paper.)

7.  Multiple Attestation
The Jesus Seminar accepts/rejects the sayings of Jesus as authentic on the basis of whether they can/cannot be attested to in multiple gospel sources.  However, the failure of a saying of Jesus to be multiply attested to should not necessarily imply that Jesus did not say those words.

The Jesus Seminar also uses the Gospel of Thomas as a source for reconstructing the historical Jesus. Blomberg argues against the use of this source on the basis that it is dated later than the gospels (150 AD)
.  Also, Blomberg rejects the Gospel of Thomas because of its Gnostic content.  This Gnostic emphasis can be seen in the introductory words of Thomas: "These are the secret sayings which the living Jesus spoke and which Didymos Judas Thomas wrote down."

8.  Jewish Sources

Josephus, a Jewish historian makes reference to Jesus in The Antiquities.  Although, there is some debate concerning the reliability of the "Testimonium Flavianum", Yamauchi argues that Josephus recognized the following details concerning Jesus:  (1) Jesus was the brother of James, (2) Jesus was a wise teacher who did many remarkable feats,  (3) Jesus was the martyred leader of the church in Jerusalem. (4) Jesus was crucified under Pilate at the instigation of some Jewish leaders, (5) Jesus continues to have a wide number of followers from the Jews and Greeks.
 

The Talmud is hostile towards Jesus.  However, Wilcox holds that the Talmud does offer the following corroborative evidence concerning Jesus:  (1) Jesus was a teacher who had disciples. (2) Jesus performed healings and miracles (although these are attributed to magic).  It is significant though, that Jesus' miracles are not denied, but rather the means that he performed them by were attribute to magic
.

According to Yamauchi, the Dead Sea Scrolls do not contain direct references to Jesus.

However, they do provide a source of historical background to the world in which Jesus lived and ministered.  Additionally, the Dead Sea Scrolls provide support that the Gospel of John is a Jewish document despite the claims of critics that it is a Greek document
.

8.  Roman Sources

Suetonius (c.70 - c.160 AD), a Roman historian, in describing a disturbance in a Christian community in Rome (around 41 or 49 AD) makes reference to "Chrestus"
.  Some scholars argue that "Chrestus" is a misspelling of "Christus" hence a reference to Jesus Christ.  However, others have argued against this view on the basis that Jesus was not in Rome.  Also, the Jewish leaders in Rome, who addressed Paul when he arrived there (around 60 AD), seemed to have no knowledge of a Christian movement in Rome.  As such, the main events that we can conclude from Suetonius is that the Christians were persecuted in Rome
.  Suetonius does not provide significant information about Jesus.

Tacitus (c. 55-117 AD), another Roman historian, writes in his Annals
 about Nero persecuting Christians, accusing them of causing the great fire in Rome during 64 AD.  He writes that "Christus [i.e. Jesus Christ], from whom the name [Christians] had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty [i.e. crucifixion] during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilate..." Thus Tacitus confirms the gospel record that Jesus was crucified under Pontius Pilate.

Pliny the Younger (61 or 62 - c. 113 AD) records that Christians "...met regularly before dawn on a fixed day to chant verses alternately amongst themselves in honour of Christ as if to a god (quasi deo)..."
  As such, it seemed to him that Christians appeared to worship Jesus.

The information that the Roman historians provide external confirmation with the gospel documents.  It should be noted that these historians make no mention of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, as might be expected. It is beyond the scope of this paper to argue for the historicity of the resurrection.  As it stands, it suffices to note that the gospels are consistent with the records of the Roman historians

9.  Comparison with other historical figures

As the below table shows, there is better historical documentation for Jesus than for the founder of any other religion.

Person
Date
Biography Written
Interval

Buddha
c. 550 BC.
100 AD
over 500 years

Muhammed
570-632 AD
767 AD
over 130 years

Jesus
c. 33 AD
70 AD
40 years

The following table compares the New Testament documents with other historical works
:

Work


When Written
Earliest Copy
Time Interval

(years)
Number of Copies

Herodotus
488-428 BC
AD 900
   1,300
    8

Thucydides
c. 460-400 BC
c. AD 900
   1,300
    8

Tacitus
AD 100
AD 1100
   1,000
   20

Caesar's Gallic War
58-50 BC
AD 900
     950
   9-10

Livy's Roman History
 59 BC - AD 17
AD 900
     900
   20

New Testament
AD 40-100
AD 130

(complete manuscripts AD 350)
     300
 5,000+ Greek

10,000 Latin

10.  Conclusion

The available documents gospels compare favourably with other historical documents.  The main events of Jesus' life as recorded in the gospels (excluding the resurrection) are consistent with Jewish and Roman historical documents.  (The historicity of the resurrection will be argued in a separate paper.)  The gospels also find support from archaeological evidence. Therefore, gospels should be taken  a priori as reliable for the reconstruction of the historical Jesus.


Appendix

This is chart comparing the words of Jesus in the gospels with those in the New Testament epistles. (Jesus Under Fire, p.41)  This provides evidence that the gospel writers were able to accurately transmit the sayings and deeds of Jesus.

Saying attributed to Jesus
Epistle
Gospel

bless those who persecute you
Rom 12:14
Luke 5:27-28

do not repay anyone evil for evil
Rom 12:17
Matt 5:39

paying taxes an related tribute
Rom 13:7
Mark 12:7

loving one's neighbour as summarizing the entire law
Rom 13:8-9,

Gal 5:14
Mark 12:31

recognizing all foods as clean
Rom 14:14
Mark 7:19b, 

Luke 11:41

divorce and remarriage
1 Cor 7:10
Mark 10:10-12

receiving money for ministry
1 Cor 9:14
Luke 10:7

the Last Supper
1 Cor 11:23-25
Luke 22:19-20

persecution of Judean Christians by their compatriots
1 Thess 2:14-16
Matt 23:29-38

return of Christ
1 Thess 4:15-5:4
Matt 24 (esp. v43)

let your yes be yes and no be no
James 5:12
Matt 5:37

Deeds attributed to Jesus
Epistle
Gospel

descent from Abraham and David
Rom 1:3

Gal 3:16
Matt 1

upbringing in the Jewish law
Gal 4:4
Luke 2:22-24; 

41-42, etc...

gathering together of the disciples including Cephas (Peter) and John and having a brother named James
Gal 1:19;2:9
Luke 6:12-16

impeccable character and exemplary life
Rom 15:3, 8:2

2 Cor 8:9

Phil 2:6-8


Last Supper and betrayal
1 Cor 11:23-35


numerous details surrounding his death and resurrection
1 Cor 15:4-8

Gal 3:1

1 Thess 2:15
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