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Evidence in the Writings of Irenaeus

Irenaeus, a second century church leader in Gaul (now France), wrote
that “Matthew produced his gospel, writing among the Hebrews in their
own dialect, while Peter and Paul proclaimed the gospel and founded the
church in Rome.” Peter and Paul were still preaching in Rome when
Matthew wrote his gospel. Since Peter and Paul were martyred by Nero
between A.D. 64 and 68, the gospel of Matthew must have been written
prior to A.D. 68. In his gospel, Matthew recorded the things he had seen
and heard as a follower of Jesus. His gospel, therefore, consists of
eyewitness testimony.

Irenaeus continued, “Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, also
transmitted to us . . . what Peter had preached” (Adv. Haer. 3.1.38-41).
Mark shared with us what Peter had preached about Jesus. Peter had reported what he had seen and
heard while following Jesus. The gospel of Mark, therefore, contains Peter’s eye-witness testimony
about Jesus Christ.

Evidence of Accuracy in Oral Transmission

One reason skeptics reject the Jesus of the New Testament is that the gospels are based on oral
tradition. But oral tradition was trustworthy in Jesus’ time—for several reasons:

1. Oral traditions were memorized and passed down from generation to generation. Jewish rabbis
memorized the Hebrew scriptures. Jewish boys between the ages of five and thirteen studied only one
subject in synagogue school. They memorized scripture. Memorization was the primary method of
learning in the first century. It is still the primary method of learning in many parts of the world today.

2. More than 80% of Jesus’ teachings were poetic in nature and were easily memorized.

3. In the first century, it was not necessary to quote a person verbatim as long as the content of the
message was accurate. In fact, quotation marks did not exist in the Greco-Roman world.

Skeptics point to the “contradictions” between the gospels as proof that they are not historically
reliable. However, these variations do not discredit the gospels. In fact, historians point to the
variations within the gospels as evidence of their authenticity. Absolute conformity would indicate
collusion.

4. The apostles provided stabilizing leadership in the church between A.D. 30 and 60, the period
during which most of the New Testament was written. Since the apostles were eye-witnesses of the
life and teachings of Jesus, they would have corrected any erroneous myths that developed. Moreover,
the apostles were led by the Holy Spirit (Matthew 10:20; Luke 12:12; John 14:26; 16:13, 15; Acts 4:8).

5. Some of Jesus’ teachings in the gospels are very difficult to understand and follow. Many of the
ethical teachings in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) are so difficult that the church has not
been able to live up to them. They are not teachings that the church would have invented. They come
from a higher source.

Evidence from the Gospel of John

Skeptics believe that the Gospel of John was written by an anonymous author near the turn of the
second century. They point to John’s exalted view of Christ as evidence that myths had developed by
the time the fourth gospel was written. It is true that John portrayed Jesus as the incarnation of the
divine Word (John 1:1-14).

It is also true that John, alone, recorded the seven “I Am” sayings of Jesus. Jesus said to the Jews,
“Before Abraham was born, I am” (John 8:58), thus assuming God’s name and declaring his own
divine nature (Exodus 3:14). When Jesus appeared to Thomas following his resurrection, Thomas
exclaimed, “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28).

Are such statements myths that developed late in the first century? In Lesson Three, we will
examine evidence that John’s high view of Jesus represented the views of the earliest Christians.
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Matthew, Mark, and Luke also portray Jesus as a divine being. Jesus calls himself “the Son of
Man,” identifying with the man in Daniel 7:13-14 who comes to God, receives authority, glory, and
power, and is worshiped by people of every nation and language. The Jesus of the first three gospels
forgives sins (Mark 2:5), accepts worship (Matthew 14:33), and refers to himself as bridegroom, the
Lord of harvest, the rock, the shepherd, and other analogies used in the Old Testament with reference
to God.

It is interesting to note that the Gospel of John supplies more historical and geographical references
than Matthew, Mark, and Luke do. It is from the Gospel of John that we learn about the three-year
ministry of Jesus and about the Jewish feasts that he attended.

More evidence from the Gospel of John

Irenaeus (early second century) acknowledged John as the author of the fourth gospel. No church
leader after Irenaeus questioned John’s authorship.

The writer of the fourth gospel was a Jew who quoted
from the Hebrew text (12:40; 13:18; 19:37), and who was
acquainted with the Jewish feasts (2:12, 13, 23; 5:1; 7:2;
10:22; 11:55).

The author of the fourth gospel claimed to have
“beheld” (Greek etheasametha) the glory of the One and
Only (1:14). This verb always implies a physical
| examination. In other words, the author was an eye-witness
of Jesus’ glory. (See also 19:35; 21:24-25.)

The author uses present tense verbs 161 times. In John
5:2, he says, “there IS (Greek esti) in Jerusalem, near the
Sheep Gate, a pool, which in Aramaic IS called Bethesda
and which IS surrounded by five colonnades.” The use of
the present tense verb “is” suggests that the Gospel of John
was written prior to the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70
at which time the Pool of Bethesda vanished from history.

For centuries, skeptics denied the existence of such a
pool and claimed that the author of the fourth gospel had
fabricated the story. But in recent years, archaeologists have excavated the Pool of Bethesda in
northeastern Jerusalem. The water level is forty feet below the
ground, and the pool is surrounded by five columned walkways
just as John reported. This discovery supports the author’s claim
that he was an eyewitness of the things he described (John 21:24).

Evidence from Josephus

Flavius Josephus, a Jewish aristocrat, was the earliest non-
Christian writer to mention Jesus Christ. In his Jewish Antiquities,
Book 20, Chapter 9, Josephus wrote that the sanhedrin judges
“brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called the
Christ, whose name was James.”

In his Jewish Antiquities 18:63-64, Josephus wrote that “Jesus,
a wise man . . . was a doer of wonders.” “He drew many after him,
and Pilate, at the request of the chief Jewish men, condemned him
to the cross.”
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