
Understanding Christian Apologetics
Lesson 13:  The Historical Jesus 

I. The Life of Jesus Movement

A. Beginning in 18th century, post-Enlightenment scholars sought to find the 
historical figure behind the Jesus who is presented in Scripture

1. Contended that the Jesus of history was a very different figure than 
the Jesus worshipped by the church

2. Said Jesus’ true historical identity is shrouded in mystery because 
the Gospels only tell us the early church’s beliefs about Jesus  

B. Strong bias against the miraculous and supernatural  

1. Initially, sought to provide natural explanations for biblical 
miracles (e.g., Jesus staged his death and resurrection)  

2. Eventually, saw miracles as entirely fictitious accretions added by 
Jesus’ followers 

C. Jesus as a failed revolutionary whom his disciples later mythologized into 
a divine figure  

D. Jesus as the proclaimer of an ethical community of love and the universal 
brotherhood of man  

E. The only historical knowledge that we possess about Jesus is a smattering 
of his sayings 

II. Twentieth Century Developments 

A. Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965)

1. In The Quest of the Historical Jesus, he criticized the earlier ‘lives of 
Christ’ for simply attributing the liberal theology of their authors to 
Jesus himself  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2. Jesus as Jewish apocalyptic prophet, who mistakenly believed that 
the end of history was coming  

3. Sought to usher in God’s kingdom, but failed  

4. Legacy still changed the world through timeless truths he taught  

5. “In the knowledge that He is the coming Son of Man [Jesus] lays 
hold of the wheel of the world to set it moving on that last 
revolution which is to bring all ordinary history to a close.  It 
refuses to turn, and He throws Himself on it.  Then it does turn; 
and crushes Him.  Instead of bringing in the eschatological 
conditions, He has destroyed them.  The wheel rolls onward, and 
the mangled body of the one immeasurably great Man, who was 
strong enough to think of Himself as the spiritual ruler of mankind 
and to bend history to his purpose, is hanging upon it still.  That is 
His victory and His reign.”  

B. Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976)  

1. Argued that the Gospels had their origin in the life of the early 
church, not in the life of Jesus  

2. Jesus’ actual life was of little importance

3. His true significance is in his timeless teaching and example, which 
the church communicated by creating mythologized accounts of 
him in the Gospels 

4. Bultmann contended that the proper interpretation of the NT 
involves “demythologizing”:  it should not be regarded as objective 
history but as a means to a believing encounter with Jesus  

5. For Bultmann, to base faith on history is to turn it into a work

C. Ernst Käsemann (1906-1998)

1. Countered Bultmann with renewed emphasis upon the historical 
context of Jesus
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2. Sought to distinguish between authentic and inauthentic sayings

3. Developed the “criterion of dissimilarity”, which says that the only 
sayings and actions of Jesus that can be deemed authentic are those 
which differ significantly from both the conventional Jewish world 
of his day and the early church that followed him  

4. Resulted in the suspicion that “data attributed to Jesus that do not 
pass both halves of this dissimilarity test may have been invented, 
either by early Jewish Christians who were trying to domesticate 
the Jesus tradition and turn him into a more conventional figure 
than he actually was or by other (presumably more Hellenistic) 
Christians who were reading their more developed theology back 
onto the lips of Jesus.”  1

D. “The Jesus Seminar” (1985-1991)

1. Group of liberal scholars founded by Robert Funk who gathered to 
vote on which sayings of Jesus were authentic  

2. Touted as an approach for those who prefer “facts rather than 
fancies”, “history rather than histrionics”, and “science rather than 
superstition”

3. Published The Five Gospels: What Did Jesus Really Say? in 1993 
(heralded by the media) — a color-coded edition of Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, John and the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas that allows 
readers to see how Jesus’ sayings were evaluated by Seminar  

4. Scholars voted on which sayings of Jesus were authentic, producing 
a color-coded scale of probability:  

a) Red = authentic 

b) Pink = probably authentic 

 Craig Blomberg, in Jesus and the Restoration of Israel: A Critical Assessment of N.T. Wright’s Jesus and the 1

Victory of God, 22.
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c) Gray = probably not authentic 

d) Black = not authentic 

5. Results 

a) More black ink than red, pink and gray put together  

b) Most of the red sayings are Jesus’ proverbial sayings (e.g. 
“turn the other cheek”, “love your enemies”)  

c) The sayings deemed to be authentic can be made to fit in 
with the picture of Jesus that the Seminar adopted in its 
premises 

III. Evaluation of Critical Scholarship on the Historical Jesus  

A. The methodological premises upon which their work is based are actually 
unproven conclusions; among the premises adopted by “The Jesus 
Seminar” are:  

1. “Oral tradition is fluid”  

2. “Thomas represents an earlier stage of the tradition than do the 
canonical gospels”  

3. “The earliest sources are the first editions of Q (the hypothetical 
name given to material that is exclusive to Matthew and Luke) and 
Thomas.  The second and third editions of Q follow closely”  

4. “Only a small portion of the sayings attributed to Jesus in the 
gospels was actually spoken by him” (THIS IS A PREMISE!!??)  

B. Inaccurate assessment of oral tradition  

1. Studies of ancient Jewish culture reveal that oral traditions were 
preserved with the utmost care  

2. Early Christianity was not fundamentally an oral culture but one 
that was based significantly on the written word (explains why 
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there are so many ancient manuscript copies of the New Testament)  

C. Prioritization of Gospel of Thomas goes against the evidence  

1. Earliest manuscript evidence for Thomas is at least seventy-five 
years later than the earliest manuscript evidence for the canonical 
Gospels 

2. There are eighteen manuscripts of John and twelve of Matthew 
from the second and third centuries, but only three of Thomas from 
the same period 

3. Thomas clearly represents a gnostic aberration of Christianity that 
is in radical conflict with Christianity’s Jewish background  

D. Q should not be declared the earliest source when its existence as an 
actual document is completely hypothetical (there are no Q manuscripts)  

E. Unwarranted suspicion toward the canonical Gospels:  “It can be safely 
concluded that the assumption that the Gospels’ status as theological 
documents militates against their also being historically reliable narratives 
has not been substantiated and that therefore the methodological principle 
of ‘inauthentic until proven authentic’ is unfounded.  The pursuit of such 
a methodology threatens to construct a theoretical and historical Jesus 
which is in fact very unlike the man who actually lived — in which case 
the whole enterprise becomes rather pointless.”  2

F. Criterion of dissimilarity is based on the improbable assumption that 
Jesus was utterly unaffected by his Jewish milieu and that he had no 
impact on the church that followed him  

G. Implausibility of saying that earliest followers of Jesus were gnostic sages 
who retold their master’s wise sayings but had no interest in his actual life  

H. Cannot provide a theological explanation for Jesus’ crucifixion  

 William Lane Craig, Reasonable Faith, 294.2
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I. Anti-supernatural presuppositions fail to explain the origins of the 
worship of Jesus as God among early Christians  

1. Early Christian worship is reflective of the monotheistic 
commitments of Judaism, not the pagan polytheism of Greco-
Roman culture  

2. The church’s worship of Jesus developed far too early to be 
explained away as something that gradually evolved over time  

3. The best explanation is that the early church worshipped Jesus as 
God because they encountered the risen Christ  

J. Even those passages that measure up to the critical scholars’ criteria of 
authenticity confront us with the extraordinary claims that Jesus made 
about himself  

1. “Every historian, whether he is a Christian or not, ought to take 
account of this strange fact — that a certain Jesus, a man who lived 
in the first century in Palestine, was actually convinced, as he 
looked out upon the men who thronged about him, that he would 
one day sit on the judgment-seat of God and be their judge and the 
judge and ruler of the world.  What are you going to do with that 
claim of Jesus?  If you hold it to be true, then Jesus is your King and 
Lord.  If you hold it to be false, then I do not see how you can go on 
taking him as a worthy example for your life.”  3

2. “on the basis of sayings shown to be authentic, we are brought 
round again to the same dilemma posed by the traditional 
apologetic:  if Jesus was not who he claimed to be, then he was 
either a charlatan or a madman, neither of which is plausible.  
Therefore, why not accept him as the divine Son of God, just as the 
early Christians did?”4

 J. Gresham Machen, The Person of Jesus, 65.3

 Craig, 327.4


