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Summary
The obvious source of information about Jesus Christ is the Bible. The writers of the
New Testament were people who either accompanied Jesus themselves or were
companions of those who did. These are the people who are best placed to give a
detailed and accurate account of Jesus and of his teaching. The documents that they
left are still in existence and are available in translation for anyone to read.
However, in recent times some have attempted to challenge the historicity of Jesus.
This idea began in the middle of the nineteenth century and was generally exploded by
the middle of the twentieth century, but it has been resuscitated recently by a group of
atheists who present it as a kind of conspiracy theory. As far as one can tell there are
no reputable scholars in this group.
There is considerable evidence for the life of Jesus outside the pages of the Bible.
Several Roman writers make some mention of Jesus or of his followers. These give
information not only about the existence of Jesus but also mention his death, the fact
that he was considered to have worked miracles and to have risen from the dead and
where and when he lived. Jewish tradition provides similar information.
In addition to this there is the writing of the earliest Christian writers outside the New
Testament, the so-called Apostolic Fathers.
In full, there is an impressive list of witnesses to Jesus in ancient literature.

For more information visit:
http://biblethink.org.uk/
Version 1.0, April 2013

Jesus in Ancient Literature
The primary source for understanding Jesus Christ, his life, his teaching and his authority must be
the New Testament, especially the Gospels. This is supported by predictions of the life and actions
of Jesus in the Old Testament. However, there are also minor references to Jesus outside the Bible.
In fact there are a sufficiently large number of references for one to gain a very basic picture of
Jesus. One can tell when and where he lived, that he had some influence as a teacher, that he
performed actions considered to be supernatural, that he was executed, that he had a brother called
James, that he was described as “The Christ” and that people claimed to have seen him after his
death.
This article discusses the references to Jesus outside the New Testament and provides a short
examination of the New Testament evidence.
What can be Expected
The problem with looking for accounts of Jesus Christ outside the Bible is that to contemporary
Romans, Jesus was a minor figure in a remote province at a time when that province was of little
interest. Jesus built no buildings,
The Mythical Jesus Movement
commanded no armies, and fought no
In the modern day no reputable scholar denies the
battles. His influence on human thought and
existence of Jesus Christ. Even atheists like Bard
culture did not become immediately
D. Ehrman accept that Jesus did exist. However,
obvious; it was some time before his
there is a small, but growing, number of
followers became a global movement. Jesus
conspiracy theorists who assert that Jesus never
never travelled away from the Levant, and
existed but was a completely mythological figure
the Gospels indicate that he only once went
only considered to have historical reality from the
into Phoenicia (he may have travelled
reign of the Roman Emperor Constantine
through the Decapolis on more occasions).
onwards. The existence of references to Jesus in
Roman historians are also noted for their
literature from before this time is a consistent
tendency to stick to their subject and not to
embarrassment to the proponents of this theory.
digress. As a consequence one would not
The matter has therefore become controversial to
expect a very large number of references to
some extent.
Jesus.
One can see this tendency in references to
the fire of Rome which took place in 64AD,
in the reign of Nero. There is no doubt that
this fire took place; archaeologists
excavating the Domus Aureus (the palace
that Nero built in central Rome on land
cleared by the fire) have found that it is built
on a layer of ash. This testifies to both the
extent and the date of the fire. However,
references to the fire in ancient literature are
very scanty (see box overleaf). Out of eight
Roman historians who might be expected to
refer to the fire, and another 30 Church
Fathers, only four actually make any kind of
reference to it. The existence of Jesus is
mentioned more often than the Fire of Rome.

The mythical Jesus theory is based on three
ideas:•
•
•

It asserts that there is no mention of Jesus in
non-biblical sources.
It claims that the Pauline Epistles do not
provide evidence of a recent historical Jesus.
It suggests that there are strong parallels with
Eastern mystery religions which have dying
and rising gods.

In fact there is no truth in any of these claims.
This article shows a number of references to
Jesus in ancient literature and indicates the real
evidence from the Pauline Epistles. The
differences between Jesus and pagan gods from
Eastern religion are obvious and are only dealt
with briefly.
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References to the Fire of Rome in Ancient Literature
Roman historians tended to be very focussed in their work and to omit anything that was not
directly related to their subject. If Jesus did not seem important to their immediate purpose in
writing they might very well ignore him, even though they might have had a considerable
amount of information about him. One can see this behaviour in records of the fire of Rome
which took place in the reign of Nero and devastated the majority of the city. We know that this
fire took place because of archaeological findings, but of the many writers of the period very few
mention it. The following list is not exhaustive, but it gives a reasonable picture of the writers
who might have recorded the fire. Only a few did so.
Pliny the Elder (26 - 79AD) - Aged 38 at the time of the fire
Pliny mentions the fire only once (Natural Histories 17.1.5) He had seen some trees famous for
their age and wrote that they survived “down to Nero’s conflagration”. This is the sole mention
of the fire by any Roman who lived through it.
Josephus
(41-100AD) - Aged 23 at the time of the fire.
According to Life :3 Josephus was in Rome in 64AD, leaving shortly before the fire took place.
In spite of this he makes no reference to the conflagration.
Dio Chrysostom (40-120AD) - Aged 24 at the time of the fire
Chrysostom mentions Nero as a popular ruler and makes no reference at all to the fire of Rome.
Plutarch
(46 - 120AD) - Aged 18 at the time of the fire
Mentions Nero in his “Life of Galba”, with comments on his misrule, but makes no reference to
the fire.
Epictetus
(50 - 130AD) - Aged 14 at the time of the fire
Epictetus shows great affinity with Christian thought; many think that he might have been a
Christian. In spite of this he never mentions Christianity at all, even in passing. As he was a slave
to a senior official in the court of Nero (Epaphroditus) he would have known about Nero’s
misrule and the fire of Rome. However, he makes no reference to the fire in his writing on Nero.
Tacitus
(55 - 117AD) - Aged 9 at the time of the fire.
Tacitus mentions the fire in considerable detail in Annals 15:37-41. He follows this description
with a description of the persecution of Christians.
Suetonius
(69 - 140AD) - Born 5 years after the fire.
There is a reference to the fire in Nero 38:1-3, but this is difficult to follow unless one is aware of
it. The mention of Christians is more explicit, although it is also brief.
Dio Cassio (162 - 235) - born 98 years after the fire.
Dio Cassio mentions the fire but not the persecution of Christians. Indeed, he makes no mention
of Christians at any point, although by the time he was writing Christianity was well-established
and there were frequent persecutions of Christians of which he could hardly be ignorant.
30 Ante-Nicene Church Fathers
In spite of the fact that the fire of Rome was what began the persecution of Christians there is no
reference to it in any of the Church Fathers.
The fire of Rome was spectacular and devastated ten of the fourteen districts (over 70%) of the
city. It would be more important to Roman writers than the career of Jesus, but in spite of this it
attracts only two clear references and one cryptic one.
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Roman Historians
These are writers whose works were published in the general Roman world. They tended to be
secular, and to be writing histories of the Roman world rather than concentrating on specific
religious matters. Jesus is a matter of peripheral interest to them at the very most, but the references
nevertheless confirm that Jesus existed and that he was executed in the reign of Tiberius.
Celsus
Celsus was a Greek philosopher who wrote towards the end of the second century. One of his
works, a book called Logos Alethes (“The True Word”) was an all-out attack on Christianity written
in about 177AD. The work is lost as an independent document, but Origen wrote a reply to it in the
third century called Contra Celsum (“Against Celsus”). This book quotes almost the whole of
Celsus’ original and adds Origen’s comments.
Celsus is a late source. His writings summarise the state of play in the second half of the second
century, by which time Christianity was well established. However, Celsus forms a kind of base to
the argument. One can show that there was a fully developed picture of Jesus by the 170s AD and
that this was known not only by members of the Christian community but also by pagan
philosophers like Celsus. This is already a blow to the idea that the figure of Jesus was invented in
the second century and was not properly developed until the reign of Constantine.
Celsus’ writings confirm that he knew about:• The Virgin Birth - he attempted to account for this by the claim that Jesus was conceived when
Mary was raped by a Roman by the name of “Pantheras”. This word is generally considered to
be a corruption of the Greek “Parthenos” which means “virgin”.
• That Jesus was raised in a rural village in
Palestine by a Carpenter.
• That Jesus worked miracles. Celsus accounts
for these in part by a stay in Egypt in which
Jesus learned the trade of a conjuror, and
partly that Jesus worked with demons, which
Celsus treats as minor gods rather than evil
entities.
• That Jesus had disciples. Celsus refers to
“Ten or eleven people of notorious character,
tax-collectors, sailors, fishermen”. Celsus
knew that these disciples deserted him at his
death and that one of them betrayed him.
• That Jesus did nothing that would be
interpreted in the ancient world as a Great
Deed, in other words putting his enemies to
death or defeating an elemental monster.
• That Jesus was crucified - although Celsus
claims that the wounds inflicted by this were
only minor.
• That Jesus was a man and not a myth.

Celsus
Celsus was a Platonist
philosopher who lived and
taught in the reign of
Marcus Aurelius (169180AD) and wrote between
175 and 180AD. He was
well acquainted with both
Judaism and Christianity
and also with Egyptian
matters which suggests that
he spent some time in
Alexandria.
Celsus was an opponent of Christianity and appealed to
Christians to adopt paganism and Platonic philosophy.
His main work, (KËcor AkghÉr - The True Word) was
preserved by Origen who wrote a rebuttal in about
240AD. This contained most of the text of Celsus’ work
with Origen’s comments interspersed in it.
Celsus’ book accuses Jews and Christians of
sectarianism, argues that Jesus did not fulfil Jewish
expectations, attacks Christianity from a philosophical
viewpoint and provides what Celsus thought was a point
by point refutation of Christian teaching. Many of the
arguments it contains are still used by atheists.
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The criticisms of Christianity made by Celsus are the harbingers of the criticisms made by modern
atheists, and are often exactly the same. However, in making these criticisms Celsus often confirms
that Jesus was nothing like the ancient idea of a semi-divine hero, the role in which Celsus
constantly tries to place him before showing how Jesus does not fit.
Celsus presumes that a real hero - who might be the son of a god, and hence a demigod himself,
would:•
•
•
•
•

Take vengeance on his enemies, defeating them and destroying them.
Produce calamities on those who opposed him.
Provide wondrous manifestations of divinity.
Be born into the highest levels of society.
Take disciples from the upper classes, thus ensuring that they were educated and able.

These are useful comments because they show that no-one would have invented the picture of Jesus
that is found in the New Testament.
Lucian of Samosata
Lucian was a satirist who wrote more than 70 works in which he parodied famous writers or
ridiculed philosophies, customs and social norms. He was born in 125AD and most of his works
were written in the middle of the second century. In his work “The death of Peregrinus” he makes a
considerable reference to Christianity, which he satirises. Peregrinus died in 165AD which means
that the book was written later than this. We know that Lucian lived on to at least 180AD, so the
work could be quite late, although it was probably written between 170 and 180. Peregrinus was, of
course, a real person and Lucian distorts his life to produce a more satirical effect. He similarly
distorts the picture of Christianity to make it seem more ridiculous. The writings of Lucian show
that Celsus was not the only pagan who knew about Christianity.
Lucian begins his work with a description of Peregrinus as an adulterer, a homosexual and a
pederast as well as a patricide. Peregrinus then finds a congenial home with the Christians, among
whom he becomes an influential leader and is “honoured as a god” (!). Peregrinus is then
imprisoned for his Christianity and is looked after by Christians, who hold him in honour as “the
new Socrates”. He is finally released by the governor of Syria and has become a Cynic. After this
he is excommunicated from the church for violating dietary laws. This does not fit any historical
method of the Church; for example, dietary laws were not enforced by Christians. Possibly Lucian
is misinformed about Christianity here, but his witness shows that Christianity existed in his time.
Lucian associates Peregrinus with Christianity for two reasons. The main one of these is that it
undermines the reputation of Peregrinus, but Lucian also has an agenda which involves the ridicule
of Christians.
Lucian of Samosata
Born c125AD in Samosata, a town in modern Turkey
• Christians were seen to be the community
which was then on the borders of the Roman Empire,
most out of step with respectability in the
Lucian was a satirist who wrote more then 70 books to
second century AD. Thus to associate
parody famous people, philosophies, or cultural and
Peregrinus with Christians makes him out to
social norms. He died in Athens in about 180AD.
be completely eccentric.
• The satire attempts to undermine Christian
claims to a high moral code. By depicting
Peregrinus as despicably immoral and then
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Lucian was famous for his satires, and satirises
Christianity briefly and incidentally in his work “The
Death of Pelegrinus” which is mainly aimed at the
philosopher Peregrinus.
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having the Christians not only accept him gladly but honour him “as a god” the moral integrity
of the Christians is undermined.
• The satire also depicts the Christians as gullible, as they accept even someone as morally
corrupt as Peregrinus.
These points show that Lucian was not writing his satire from a Christian perspective; on the
contrary he was clearly strongly opposed to Christianity in any form.
Two quotations of interest are:[Peregrinus] was second only to that one whom they still worship today, the man in Palestine
who was crucified because he brought this new form of initiation into the world.
(ch. 11)
Having convinced themselves that they are immortal and will live forever, the poor wretches
[Christians] despise death and most willingly give themselves to it. Moreover, that first lawgiver
of theirs persuaded them that they are all brothers the moment they transgress and deny the
Greek gods and begin worshipping that crucified sophist and living by his laws.
(ch. 13)
The evidence of Lucian is of limited value because it was written late in the second century, by
which time there are various documents written by Church Fathers like Irenaeus of Lyons and
Justin Martyr which explain the beliefs of the time in considerable detail. However, the passages do
show that Christianity was widespread, that the fact that Jesus had been crucified was common
knowledge, as was the idea that Christians were careless about their lives, which shows a strong
faith in the resurrection.
The passage is, however, of some interest as it depicts Jesus as the “lawgiver” for Christians. This
would not be the description chosen by Christians; one of the more important points of the Gospel
is that behaviour for Christians is not a matter of law. This description is important because it gives
an idea of how Jesus was perceived by Gentiles of the time, which is of interest when it comes to
Mara bar-Sarapion.
Suetonius
Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus was a Roman of
the equestrian order (the second rank) who was
connected to the imperial household and wrote
biographies of twelve Roman rulers from
Julius Caesar to Domitian. His account of the
life of Claudius contains a possible reference
to Jesus, and his account of the life of Nero
contains a reference to Christians.
Claudius 25
The first of the possible references to
Christians and Jesus Christ is in Suetonius’ life
of Nero.
Since the Jews constantly made
disturbances at the instigation of one
Chrestus he [Claudius] expelled them from
Rome.
(Claudius 25)

Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus
Suetonius was born in about
69AD into an equestrian
family, which meant that he
was from a wealthy, but not
aristocratic, background. He
practised briefly as a lawyer
but avoided politics. He
became chief secretary to
Hadrian and wrote many
books.
Among the books written by
Suetonius was a life of twelve emperors, the JulioClaudians and the Flavians. This includes a couple of
brief references which refer to Christianity. Suetonius was
a careful historian. He is known to have checked his facts
and sometimes sifts through conflicting evidence. When
he is not convinced that his sources are completely
accurate he says so. As a senior member of Hadrian’s
household he had opportunity to use official records.
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This edict can be dated from references in later historians; it comes in the early part of 49AD. The
incident may be that referred to in the Acts of the Apostles:And he found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, recently come from Italy with his wife
Priscilla, because Claudius had commanded all the Jews to leave Rome. And he went to see
them,
(Acts 18:2)
This date fits the governorship of Gallio, referred to later in the same chapter of Acts.
The word “Chrestus” is a roman word which means “Good fellow” or “Goody”. The word was
used by pagans as a kind of taunt for Christians and it is probably in this way that the term
Christian spread as a name for the followers of Jesus Christ. It is possible that we have in Suetonius
a mention of Jesus. However, the name “Chrestus” might be substituted for anyone claiming the
name Christ, Jesus or other messianic pretender.
It is sometimes argued that this passage is spurious and was inserted by a later Christian scribe.
This is highly unlikely; a Christian scribe would have referred to Jesus as “Christos” not as
“Chrestus”. However, it is quite likely that the person mentioned is not Jesus at all.
The passage does not mention the name Jesus at all and the word “Christos” might refer to a
messianic pretender other than Jesus. There were several false Messiahs in the early to mid first
century AD, and these caused considerable stir among the Jewish communities. It is quite possible
that the disturbances in Rome were caused by the followers of some false Messiah. The fact that
Acts records the expulsion of Jews from Rome but doesn’t mention Jesus or the church in this
context suggests that in fact some pretender is meant and not Jesus. Priscilla and Aquilla who had
just arrived from Rome in Corinth (Acts 18:2) appear not to know about Jesus; it is unlikely that
this would have been the case if the riots in Rome were because of the real Jesus Christ.
This passage is likely to be a reference to someone other than Jesus. However, the reference to the
expulsion of Jews from Rome does confirm the account in Acts.
Nero 16
This is a very brief reference to the persecution of Christians in the time of Nero.
Punishment was inflicted on the Christians, a class of men given to a new and mischievous
superstition.
(Nero 16)
This appears in a paragraph which relates several miscellaneous laws. The punishment of
Christians is placed between laws dealing with divisions of charioteers and the regulation of
tabernae (street food sellers).
Again, some of the conspiracy theorists claim that this reference was inserted by a later Christian
scribe, and again the evidence shows that this is extremely unlikely.
• Suetonius reduces Christians (and Christianity) to the lowest ranks of society alongside
charioteers, tavern-keepers and mime-artists. This is certainly not a Christian point of view.
• The rather minor mention of the great persecution of Nero shows that the writer did not consider
it especially significant. A Christian scribe would consider the persecution to be very significant
and any interpolation would reflect this fact.
• The passage refers to Christians as men given over to a “new and mischievous superstition”. No
Christian would refer to Christianity in these terms.
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Tacitus - Senator and Historian
Very little is known about the early life of Cornelius Tacitus. He
was probably born in Transalpine Gaul in around 56AD, but
even his praenomen is uncertain (it may have been either
Publius or Gaius). Tacitus was born to a patrician family and
rose to be a senator, a consul and the governor of the province
of Asia, considered to be the wealthiest province in the Roman
empire.

The fact that Suetonius mentions
Christians at all implies a significant
punishment (persecution) of Christians in
Nero’s time. The passage confirms the
existence of Christians in Rome during
the reign of Nero.

Summary of References in Suetonius
The evidence of Suetonius gives a clear demonstration that there were Christians in Rome as early
as 64AD when Nero’s fire happened. The picture of disturbances among the Jews of Rome over
someone called Christ is more problematical, as it may have been a reference to someone else who
was pretending to be the Messiah. However, even this reference confirms a historical reference in
Acts 18.
Tacitus
Tacitus wrote five histories. One of these, Annals, concerns the reigns of the various members of
the Julio-Claudian emperors, from Augustus to Nero. This was written in about 116AD. As a
member of the Senate Tacitus would have access to the Acta Senatus (the history of the Empire as
reported to the Senate) and to various other documents in the official repository of the Senate. His
histories derive some of their proven accuracy from the accuracy of his sources.
Book 15 of Annals deals with part of the reign of Nero. This includes an account of a great fire that
raged through the city of Rome in his reign and the aftermath, which was a major persecution of
Christians. The fire occurred in July 64AD and lasted for nine days. A rumour spread that Nero had
ordered the fire in order to clear land for a palace (the Golden House [Domus Aureus]) that he was
intending to build for himself. Nero decided to divert the suspicion onto Christians and ordered that
they should be persecuted. The account is as follows:Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero
fastened the guilt and inflicted the most
exquisite tortures on a class loathed for their
abominations, called Christians by the
populace. Christus, from whom the name had
its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during
the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of
our procurators, Pontius Pilate, and a most
mischievous superstition, thus checked for the
moment, again broke out, not only in Judæa,
the first source of the evil, but even in Rome,
where all things hideous and shameful from
every part of the world find their centre and
become popular. Accordingly, an arrest was
first made of all who pleaded guilty; then,
upon their information, an immense multitude
was convicted, not so much of the crime of
firing the city, as of hatred against mankind.

The Fire of Rome
The Great fire of Rome
began on 19th July
64AD and burned for
nine days. It burned
through ten of the
fourteen districts of
Rome, completely
destroying three of
them. Archaeologists
have found horrific
details of the fire
including nails from
house roofs which had
melted on the ground.
Nero
Nero used some of the
area cleared by the fire to build himself a palace (the
Domus Aureus - Golden House) and was suspected of
having started the fire in order to clear land. He
attempted to divert suspicion away from himself by
turning it towards the Christians. This shows that by
64AD there was a considerable number of Christians in
Rome.
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Mockery of every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, they were
torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames and burnt,
to serve as a nightly illumination, when daylight had expired. Nero had offered his gardens for
the spectacle and gave an exhibition in his circus, riding with the crowd in the clothing of a
charioteer or mounted in his carriage. Hence, in spite of a guilt which had earned the most
exemplary punishment there arose a feeling of pity due to the impression that they were not
being sacrificed for the welfare of the state, but to the ferocity of a single man.
(Annals 15.44,45)
This is a clear description of Christianity. It describes the death of Jesus: “Christ, from whom the
name [Christian] had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the
hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilate.” This coincides completely with what the Gospels
tell us about the crucifixion of Jesus.
Some conspiracy theorists attempt to attack the historical accuracy of Tacitus by asserting a number
of slightly contradictory ideas.
• It is sometimes asserted that the “Christus” of Tacitus is not, in fact, Jesus of Nazareth. The
oldest manuscripts of Tacitus have “Chrestus” instead of Christos, but this is not really a
problem. The word “Chrestus” means “Goody”, and was used as a taunt for Christians early on.
As a consequence it is not unlikely that Tacitus would use the spelling with which he was
familiar, produced by the opponents of Christianity. The fact that the person mentioned in
Annals is the Christ of Christianity is stated by Tacitus himself: “Christus, from whom the name
comes”. The only reason for mentioning Christus is that he was the person after whom the
Christian community was named.
• It is asserted that Tacitus is simply using
an account produced by Christians here
(with the implication that Christians can
be expected to lie about their origins). It
is clear that this is a poor explanation of
the passage. Tacitus is clearly using a
source which is strongly anti-Christian.
He refers to Christianity as a
“mischievous superstition”, as “hated by
the population”, as “A class of men
loathed for their abominations” and refers
to them coming to Rome “where all
things hideous and shameful” arrive, the
implication being that Christianity is
among such things. These are clearly not
the words of a Christian.
• It is also sometimes asserted that Tacitus
is not accurate and that he was not critical
of his sources. This is not the comment of
scholars who specialise in the study of
Tacitus. Other facts in his writings that
8

The Roman Persecution of Christians
Christians were persecuted
by Romans from 64AD to
the edict of Milan in
313AD. The first emperor to
persecute Christians was
Nero. Following the fire of
Rome Nero ordered the
destruction of Christians.
Many were killed by dogs
or were burned; the
persecution began in Rome
but spread throughout the
empire; one can see this
from the letters of Peter.
The persecution was continued for some centuries, but not
consistently. No emperor ordered the persecution to stop
until Constantine, but some emperors did not take any direct
steps to carry out persecution. Christians were under threat
for a period of 250 years, but only suffered outright empirewide persecution for about half of this period.
The effect of the persecution was to ensure that only
those who were completely convinced of the truth of
Christianity and completely committed to the Christian life
became Christians.
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can be checked are invariably correct. Tacitus is very careful with his sources and when some
element of his writings involves speculation or rumour Tacitus tells us this.
The use of the title “Procurator” to describe Pontius Pilate is incorrect. Governors of Judea before
41AD were Prefects; this would include Pontius Pilate. Procurators were only used to govern Judea
after 44AD. By the time of Tacitus, however, the standard governor for a province of the status of
Judea would be a Procurator, and by referring to Pilate as a “Procurator” Tacitus is conforming to
the usage of his time. It is likely that by the time Annals was written, Procurator had become a
word which simply meant “Governor of a small sub-province”.
Tacitus is considered to be an extremely reliable witness by the majority of classical scholars. He is
known as one of the finest historians of his time, and is the source of much of what we know about
the period. There is no doubt that his brief account of the crucifixion of Jesus is an accurate record.
Pliny the Younger
Pliny the Younger was the nephew and adopted son of Pliny the Elder, a great man of letters of the
first century AD. Pliny the Younger wrote a considerable number of letters which were, it seems,
intended for public reading. These were published in a book of letters later on in the life of Pliny. In
volume 10 of these letters there is a letter to Trajan concerning Christians in the province of
Bithynia of which Pliny was governor at the time. This letter was written in 112AD; it is followed
by a reply from Trajan.
The letter is lengthy, but contains the following points:• Christianity was common
in Bithynia during Pliny’s
term of office. It was not
only to be found in the
cities in the more
important parts of the
province, but throughout
the villages and rural areas.
• As a result of the growth of
Christianity the temples
had become deserted and
the number of sacrifices
had reduced to the point
where the trade in
sacrificial animals was
suffering.
• The Christians had an
agenda which Pliny did not
properly understand but
appeared to him to be
harmless.
•

Apparently some women
held office as deaconesses.

Pliny the Younger and Pontus
onia
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Byzantium

Greece
Athens

Pontus
and
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Pergamum
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Asia

Cappadocia
Tarsus

Samosata

Antioch

Gaius Plinius Caecilius Secundus was brought up and adopted by his uncle,
Pliny the elder. He followed a standard Roman political career and rose to be
Consul in 100AD. He served three terms on Trajan’s judicial council and was
finally sent as Legate to govern the province of Pontus and Bithynia, where
he apparently died in office in 112AD.
Pliny published nine books of letters from 99 to 110AD; these were
clearly composed for publication. The tenth volume was published after his
death and includes business letters. One pair of letters is Pliny’s correspondence with Trajan. This tells of a situation where Bithynia had so many
Christians that the economy of the province was altering and shows the steps
that Pliny proposed to take to persecute them. Pliny knew that persecution
was the general rule but was not familiar with the details. Trajan confirms the
general policy of the time - to execute Christians.
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• Pliny had not received instruction on what to do with Christians, but knew that Christianity was
illegal throughout the Roman Empire. His request to Trajan for instructions confirms what he
had supposed was the imperial policy.
• The persecution undertaken by Pliny involved the execution of any local who was found to be a
Christian and did not recant. Roman citizens who were accused of being Christians were sent to
Rome for trial. This to some extent mirrors the experience of the Apostle Paul, who was sent to
Rome for trial.
• Those accused of being Christians could be released if they were prepared to defect from
Christianity and to prove this by offering incense and pouring out a libation to the Roman gods
before a statue of Caesar.
• Many Christians admitted (Pliny says volunteered, which suggests that they did not even wait to
be asked) their allegiance to Christ on arrest, and refused to recant. Others did revert to
paganism and were released. As a consequence of Pliny’s actions the Temples were frequented
again and there was again a market for sacrificial meat.
It is sometimes argued that the existence of Christianity in Bithynia at the start of the second
century has no bearing on the question of the existence of Jesus Christ. However, the contrary is the
case. The fact that some were prepared to face death rather than recant shows that they had a very
strong belief in the death and resurrection of Jesus.
The size of the Bithynian Christian community was obviously large at the start of Pliny’s
governorship. It had not only spread throughout the countryside, but had managed to make a dent in
the local meat trade. To have grown large the Christian community must have been active in
Bithynia for some considerable time, which
Jesus v Hercules
means that there must have been people in
Conspiracy theorists
Bithynia in the middle of the first century AD
sometimes ask why one might
who believed the Gospel and accepted not only
believe in Jesus but not in
the existence of Jesus Christ but also the fact of
Hercules. This is why.
his resurrection.
• Hercules had no
contemporary witnesses.
He is always described in
stories from an
indeterminate but distant
past. Jesus is described as
living at a specific time
and in a specific place by
people who were his
contemporaries.
• The accounts of Jesus are
underwritten by archaeological evidence which
corresponds in detail. The accounts are further
underwritten by Undesigned Scriptural
Coincidences. The accounts of Hercules are vague
and details don’t correspond between different
accounts.
• The actions of Hercules conform to the expectations
of a hero in the classical world. Jesus acts in a
manner unlike anyone that would have been
invented in classical Roman culture.
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Pliny tells us a little about his perceptions of
Christian belief, but these are viewed through
the lens of Pagan expectations. It is likely that
the ideas set out by Pliny are only an
approximation to the real beliefs of the
Christians.
However, the witness of Pliny is that a Christian
community existed in Bithynia in the early part
of the second century and that this had been in
existence for a considerable time. The faith of
the Christians was based on the idea that Jesus
Christ was a real person who was seen as
overcoming death.

Jesus in Ancient Literature
Josephus
Josephus is possibly the most controversial of
the authors who refer to Jesus. The works of
Josephus, as they stand, contain three references
to people involved with Jesus. These are John
the Baptist, James the brother of Jesus and Jesus
himself.

Flavius Josephus
Josephus was born in Jerusalem c37AD of a priestly
family. He travelled as far as Rome and seems to have
had a good knowledge of the different sects of Judaism.
At the start of the Romano-Jewish war of 66-73AD
Josephus was appointed commander of the Jewish rebels
in Galilee by the Jerusalem Sanhedrin. He was captured
by the Romans at the end of the siege of Jotapata. He
saved himself by claiming that Vespasian was the
Messiah promised by the Old Testament and that he
would one day rule the Roman world.
After the Jewish war Josephus wrote an account of it
(BJ from the Latin words for the War of the Jews) and
followed this with a book on the history of the Jewish
people (AJ - Antiquities of the Jews) in addition to
various other works including a short autobiography. It
is the Antiquities of the Jews in which there are three
passages with direct reference to events in the New
Testament.

These three references all appear in Josephus’
work “Antiquities of the Jews” (Antiquitates
Judaicae - referred to as AJ). This is the later of
Josephus’ two major works, written in the reign
of Domitian. His other work, “The Jewish War”
(Bellum Judaicae - referred to as BJ) contains
no reference which would have any bearing on
Christianity. One suggestion which might
account for this is that BJ was written in about
75AD when the violence of Nero’s actions was still fresh in the memory and when it might be
considered politically foolish to comment on a group of people singled out for such horrible
treatment.
Reference to John the Baptist
One of the accounts in Antiquities is a short account of John the Baptist.

Now some of the Jews thought that the destruction of Herod’s army came from God, and that
very justly, as a punishment of what he did against John, that was called the Baptist: for Herod
slew him, who was a good man... Herod, who feared lest the great influence John had over the
people might put it into his power and inclination to raise a rebellion... Accordingly he was sent
a prisoner, out of Herod’s suspicious temper, to Macherus, the castle I before mentioned, and
was there put to death.
(AJ 18.5.2)
This account clearly coincides in general terms with the account in the Gospels although there are
some differences in detail. The main differences are that a different motive is attributed to Herod
for his killing of John the Baptist in the Gospels and in Josephus. In Josephus the arrest and death
of John is simply a matter of ruthless political murder while the Gospels suggest that it has a
religious motive - John had criticised Herod’s marriage to Herodias and in the end was persuaded
by Herodias and her daughter to kill John. In fact both could be correct. Herod could have feared
John’s oratory and thus counted him as a political opponent to be eliminated but have been finally
pushed into action by John’s direct criticism of him, particularly as it involved a religious matter.
The religious side of the issue could have been downplayed by Josephus because it would have
been incomprehensible to his upper-class Roman readership for whom divorce, incest and regular
marriage of one another’s ex-wives would have been routine. The religious motive does fit well
with what is known about the connection of politics religion in the atmosphere of Judea at the time.
Reference to James the Brother of Jesus
This is a much shorter reference which, nevertheless, does include a direct mention of Jesus.
But the emperor, when he learned of the death of Festus, sent Albinus to be procurator of Judea
. . . But the younger Ananus who, as we have already said, had obtained the high priesthood,
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was of an exceedingly bold and reckless disposition. . . . Ananus, therefore, being of this
character, and supposing that he had a favorable opportunity on account of the fact that Festus
was dead and Albinus was still on the way, called together the Sanhedrin and brought before
them the brother of Jesus, the one called Christ, James by name, together with some others and
accused them of violating the law, and condemned them to be stoned. But those in the city who
seemed most moderate and skilled in the law were very angry at this, and sent secretly to the
king, requesting him to order Ananus to cease such proceedings.
(AJ 20.9.1)
This reference occurs in all manuscripts of Antiquities without variation; it can be considered to be
a secure part of the text. All reputable scholars accept it as such. Some of the points which show the
genuine nature of the passage include:• the passage refers to James as “the brother of Jesus, the one called Christ” (ton adelphon Iesou
tou legomenou Christou). It is almost impossible to imagine a Christian scribe of any period
referring to Jesus in this way. It is simply too non-committal to be a Christian interpolation into
the text.
• This passage of Josephus is quoted by Origen in his work “Contra Celsum” (Against Celsus)
(Contra Celsum 1:47 & 2:13) and in his commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (On Matthew
10:17). He cites the text of Josephus exactly in two references and more loosely in the other. As
Origen wrote his works shortly before 250AD (he died in 253 or 254) this shows that the text
existed in Josephus before this date.
• James was known as “James the Just” in the early church and the phrase “The Just” was
considered by early Christians to be an essential part of his name. Origen refers to him in this
way in all three passages and it is inconceivable that a Christian interpolation would make no
reference to this.
• Origen points out that Josephus sees the calamities of the war as coming on the Jewish nation in
part because of the killing of James. A Christian would have included a reference to the
crucifixion of Jesus in this context. The fact that James is included but Jesus is not (except in
passing) adds to the conclusion that this mention of Jesus is part of the authentic original.
The identity of the James killed in the account is well known from many other references in early
church historians.
One is thus forced to the conclusion that the reference to: “James the brother of Jesus, the one
called Christ” is a genuine part of the original text of Josephus and that it refers to Jesus of
Nazareth.
The Testamonium Flavianum (TF)
This is the most controversial reference to Jesus in ancient literature. It appears in Antiquities of the
Jews, but there are odd points about it. The passage, as it stands, reads: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 Greeks. He was the Christ. And when Pilate, at
the suggestion of the principal men amongst 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 the third day; as
the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him.
And the tribe of Christians, so named from him, are not extinct at this day.
(AJ 18.3.3)
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If this is authentic it would be a clear reference to Jesus. However, the authenticity of the passage is
disputed by many scholars.
One can summarise the evidence as follows:Against Authenticity:
• The TF has a Christian-like content which does not fit well with a Jewish writer like Josephus.
This is the only serious objection to the authenticity of the passage.
• No writer from before the start of the fourth century refers to the TF. This is an argument from
silence; such arguments are generally suspect, but as Origen quotes other parts of Josephus why
not this part? The TF, however, says little that Origen would not have found in more detail in
other sources. It is quite likely that he would feel no need to cite this particular part of Josephus,
whereas the death of James the brother of Jesus is not recorded in the New Testament.
• The passage is said to break the continuity of the narrative concerning Pilate in which it appears.
However, as the particular section in which it appears is a miscellany of matters to do with
Pilate this doesn’t hold too much weight.
• It is argued that there are stylistic differences between this passage and the rest of Josephus.
Again, there are problems with this in that the passage is too short for a thorough analysis of
style to be carried out. Not only that but the passage contains a reasonable number of turns of
phrase which are characteristic of Josephus and the stylistic features which are alleged to be
unlike Josephus often appear elsewhere in his works.
• Some translations of Josephus (for example the Slavonic version) and citations (for example an
Arabic citation by Agapios) have slightly different texts. The citation of the TF by Jerome in
Latin has a very similar text, but even so some parts of it are different from the current text.
The evidence against the authenticity of the TF demands consideration, but it is less strong than
many commentators would have one believe.
In favour of Authenticity:
• The passage is cited in full by Eusebius in his History. This was written by Eusebius before the
council of Nicea in 325AD, most likely in 324. It is therefore certain that the TF existed in
Josephus in the form that we now have it before 324AD.
• All the known manuscripts of Josephus contain the TF. This is not an inconsiderable number.
There are 42 Greek copies of Antiquities and 171 Latin ones. It would have been impossible for
Christians to have gained access to many libraries before the Edict of Milan in 318AD (when
toleration of Christianity was proclaimed) and inconceivable that Christian scribes would have
been able to alter all the copies of Josephus available. It is also unlikely that no manuscript
would contain any alternative text if one was available.
• Analyses carried out of the vocabulary and style of the TF show that it contains many turns of
phrase which are characteristic of Josephus. As the section is so short this can only be a
tentative conclusion, but it is suggestive nonetheless.
• No other passage in Josephus has been questioned as inauthentic. There would thus need to be a
special reason to suppose that this particular passage has been interpolated. The critics point out
that this is the only major passage about Jesus, but while one can imagine grounds for altering
such a passage if it already existed it is difficult to imagine why a scribe would insert one that
had no original in the text and why no other references would be inserted.
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• The reference to James the brother of “the Jesus who is called Christ” elsewhere in Antiquities
supposes that there is already a reference to this person elsewhere in the book. If this were not
so one would expect a fuller description of Jesus.
The obvious conclusion is that the TF is largely authentic. However, the particularly approving
description of Jesus by Josephus is troubling, and many scholars have felt the need to explain this.
The majority of scholars believe that the TF was altered by Christian scribes at some point in its
history, and that the modern version has both insertions and deletions from the original. The text
reconstructed by such scholars is:Now there arose at this time a source of further trouble in one Jesus, a wise man who
performed surprising works, a teacher of men who gladly welcome strange things. He led away
many Jews and also Gentiles. He claimed to be the Christ. When Pilate, acting on information
supplied by the chief men among us, condemned him to the cross those who had attached
themselves to him from the first did not cease to cause trouble and the tribe of Christians, who
take their name from him, is not extinct even to this day.
The problem here is when the text was modified. The modification would have had to be early and
comprehensive to explain why there are no manuscripts with different alterations. Not only that but
Eusebius quotes the modified text in 324AD.
The alternative suggestion from a smaller group of scholars is that Josephus is quoting from an
earlier Christian document which he has only edited slightly. The problem here is that the TF
contains a number of phrases which are distinctly not Christian, for example the description of
Christians as a tribe.
The general consensus of scholars is that some version of the TF existed in Josephus from the start.
Only a vanishingly small number of scholars associated with positions of extreme militant atheism
deny this.
Summary of references in Josephus
There is one very clear reference to Jesus in Josephus, which is the reference to Jesus as the brother
of James. This is accepted as genuine and unchanged by the overwhelming majority of Josephus
scholars. The Testamonium Flavium is a more comprehensive reference which appears in all
manuscripts of Josephus. It may have been altered by Christian scribes, but it was in existence in
the fourth century AD as it stands now. The general belief of scholars is that it was an original part
of the text of Josephus but was altered in minor ways by Christian scribes. An alternative view is
that Josephus is quoting uncritically from an earlier christian statement about Jesus, but this seems
rather less likely.
Mara bar-Serapion
The letter of Mara bar-Sarapion includes the following passage:What advantage did the Athenians gain from putting Socrates to death? Famine and plague
came upon them as a judgment for their crime. What advantage did the men of Samos gain from
burning Pythagoras? In a moment their land was covered with sand. What advantage did the
Jews gain from executing their wise king? It was just after that their Kingdom was abolished.
God justly avenged these three wise men: the Athenians died of hunger; the Samians were
overwhelmed by the sea; the Jews, ruined and driven from their land, live in complete
14
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dispersion. But Socrates did not die for
good; he lived on in the teaching of Plato.
Pythagoras did not die for good; he lived
on in the statue of Hera. Nor did the wise
King die for good; He lived on in the
teaching which He had given.

Mara bar-Sarapion
Mara bar-Sarapion was an inhabitant of Samosata, the city
of Lucian. This was on the border between the Roman and
Parthian empires and during a war between the Romans and
the Parthians bar-Sarapion was imprisoned there by the
Romans. It is known that the Romans took captives in
Samosata during the Parthian war of 72AD and it is most
likely that the captivity of bar-Sarapion occurred at this
point. However the Parthians took captives in Samosata in
the middle of the second century and the Sassanids did the
same thing in 256AD. While in captivity bar-Sarapion
wrote a letter which mentions Jesus Christ. As barSarapion was imprisoned by the Romans it is almost certain
that his captivity happened in 72AD and that his letter was
written in that year. However, some scholars have placed it
during one of the later captivities.

This document refers to the “wise king of the
Jews”, whom they executed. It is difficult to
think to whom this might refer unless it refers
to Jesus Christ. The proverbial “wise king” of
the Bible was Solomon, but Solomon was not
executed. The only real candidate is Jesus.
Given that Lucian of Samosata refers to Jesus
as a wise lawgiver one can see that someone
from that part of the world might view Jesus exactly as Mara bar-Sarapion.

This is certainly not a Christian document. No Christian would refer to Jesus in terms only of a
wise king, nor would they restrict themselves to saying that he lived on in his teaching. This is
therefore a pagan reference to Jesus.
The other issue with Mara bar-Sarapion is the date. The most likely date is 72AD as this is the only
real occasion on which he could have been imprisoned by the Romans. The third century date
seems unlikely in that one would imagine that by this time even people in Samosata would have a
better appreciation of Jesus than is shown in his reference. The second century date is just possible,
but even here the captivity is by the wrong people.
The “Wise King” of bar-Sarapion is given five descriptors:• He was wise.
• He was executed.
• He was executed by Jews before their dispersion, ie before 70AD.
• He lived on in the teaching that he gave.
• He was referred to as a king.
These are descriptors which apply to Jesus but which would have been a curious set if a Christian
had written the letter.
The other characters in the letter are real people; neither Socrates nor Pythagoras was a fictional
character. They were, however, people who were very much in the consciousness of people at the
time. Jesus seems to fulfil a similar role, a real person who everyone has heard of, but not
necessarily in great detail.
It appears that Mara bar-Sarapion is an early non-Christian writer who refers to Jesus. It is most
likely that his comment was written in 72AD, although a second century date is possible.
Thallus
Thallus was a historian who wrote in the first century AD; dates for his writings vary from 52AD to
100AD. His works are now lost, but one of them is referenced by Julius Africanus in his
“Chronography”, where Africanus takes issue with Thallus on one of his conclusions. Africanus
writes:
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Jesus in Roman Writers

Thallus, in the third volume of his
histories, explains this darkness as an
eclipse of the sun, unreasonably as it
seems to me... and it was at the season of
the Paschal full moon that Christ died.

Writer
Celsus

This is a reference to the fact that Jesus was
crucified at Passover, which always occurs at
a full moon.
There are problems with the reference of
Thallus, not the least that his book of histories
no longer exists, but is only known of via
quotations in other writers. Africanus clearly
believes that Thallus is writing about the
darkness at the death of Jesus, but he may be
reading more into Thallus than one could
reasonably expect. It is thus quite likely that
Thallus is referring to the death of Jesus, but
there is wriggle room for the hard-line atheist.
However, the darkness at the time of Jesus’
crucifixion is confirmed by this reference.

Approx
Content
date
180
Almost complete details of Jesus.

Lucian

175

Notes the existence of Christians
and mentions Jesus Christ

Suetonius

120

Mentions the persecution of
Christians and an event also
recorded in Acts.

Tacitus

116

Describes Jesus has having been
put to death by Pilate. Gives
details of the persecution of
Christians under Nero.

Pliny

112

Confirms the existence of many
Christians in Bithynia and of
their persecution.

Josephus

bar-Sarapion
Thallus

93

73
1st cent

Refers to John the Baptist and
Jesus, although the most detailed
reference may have been edited
by Christian scribes.
Refers to the death of Jesus
Refers to the earthquake and
darkness at the death of Jesus.

Phlegon
Phlegon
120
Possible reference to the
Phlegon was another astronomer. His writing
earthquake and darkness at Jesus'
death.
is rather later than that of Thallus, being
written about 140AD and his work, like that
The Roman writers record that Jesus lived in rural
of Thallus, is lost. However, it was quoted by
Palestine, that he was put to death by Pontius Pilate in the
several Christian writers, the earliest of whom reign of Tiberius, that he had followers who continued after
his death, that he was seen as a worker of miracles and that
were Origen and Julius Africanus. Phlegon’s
he was a teacher.
reference is again to the darkness, which he
also attributes to an eclipse of the sun, with the comment that it was unprecedented in that it
happened at full moon. The passage in Phlegon contains very little of additional interest, but it goes
to demonstrate that there were other writers whose works are now lost but who possibly refer to
Jesus in them.
Time Line

Josephus Pliny the Younger
Tacitus Suetonius
Mara bar-Sarapion
Phlegon Lucian Celsus
Thallus

50AD

100AD

150AD

200AD

Gospels
Ignatius
Resurrection
Polycarp
Jewish Traditions
Nero's Persecution begins Clement of Rome
Destruction of Jerusalem
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Jewish Sources
Jewish sources are often multi-layered, which
means that different elements go back to different
times. The Talmud is an example in point; some
parts are from the Tanaitic period, which involves
traditions written down at the end of the second
century AD. Other parts are later, and there are
traditions about Jesus which do not appear until
late mediaeval times.

Time Periods for Jewish Literature
BC/AD
Destruction of Jerusalem
Tannaitic Period

100AD

Mishna, Baraiatha
200AD

Ammoraic Period
The earliest traditions were written at the end of
300AD
the second century. However, these are records of
traditions passed on by word of mouth from
Palestinian Gemara
earlier transmitters. They aim to go back to the
400AD
time of the Temple in Jerusalem and before.
Babylonian Gemara
Jewish scholars prided themselves on their ability
to remember with complete accuracy what had
500AD
been passed on to them by their teachers. One
quotation from the Mishnah reads: “Eliezer b. Hyrkanos is a plastered cistern, which does not lose
a drop” (Aboth 2.10). This refers to the idea of what a good disciple should be like - nothing was to
be forgotten by them. The transmitters would do everything that was humanly possible to ensure
that their traditions were accurate and unchanged from the previous generation. One can thus be
certain that what appears in Tanaitic sources reflects an earlier period, although it is difficult to say
with absolute certainty that the sayings are completely accurate back to the time of Jesus.
Two elements of Jewish literature which come from the Tanaitic period are the Mishnah, which
contains detail of the way that the Law of Moses was applied at the end of the Second Temple
period - which of course depends on the way that it was applied in earlier times - and the Baraiatha,
which are traditions from the period giving context to legal decisions but not recorded in the
Mishnah. There are two traditions about Jesus of Nazareth within one of these Baraiatha.
Sanhedrin 43a - On the Eve of the Passover
This passage described Jesus in the following terms:One the eve of the Passover, Yeshu [Jesus] was hanged. For forty days before the execution took
place, a herald went forth and cried, ‘He is going forth to be stoned because he has practised
sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Any one who can say anything in his favour, let him come
forward and plead on his behalf’. But since nothing was brought forward in his favour he was
hanged on the eve of the Passover.
Ulla commented: “Do you think that he belongs among those for whom redeeming evidence is
sought? Rather, he was a seducer [of whom] the All-merciful has said: ‘Show them no pity... and
do not shield them.’ (Deut 13.8b) In Yeshu’s case, however, an exception was made because he
was close to those who held [political/religious] authority.”
The comment from Ulla would be an addition from a later period and cannot be taken to be as
reliable as the first part of the quotation. The first part refers to Jesus as having been executed by
hanging. Some of the conspiracy theorists point to this as an obvious error; however to do so shows
a complete lack of knowledge of history. The modern method of hanging (the so-called “long
17

Jesus in Ancient Literature
drop”) was developed in the 19th century. Before this the word “hanging” could refer to any
method of execution where the body of the victim was suspended or exposed, including crucifixion.
The passage is clearly not a Christian invention or interpolation. Not only is it found in Jewish
literature, which would hardly be likely to include details gathered from Christians, but it condemns
Jesus as a sorcerer and an apostate. However, in doing this it confirms that Jesus was a teacher and
that he performed actions considered by some to be supernatural. The passage also confirms the
day on which Jesus was crucified - the Eve of Passover.
Sanhedrin 43a - The disciples of Jesus
There is a tradition: Yeshu had five students: Mattai, Nakkai, Netzer, Buni, and Todah.
The passage then continues to make word play on the supposed names of the disciples. This is a
common literary practice in Jewish traditions, but has little historical grounding.
The passage clearly refers to Jesus and is clearly Jewish rather than Christian in origin. The fact
that Jesus had disciples is clearly stated here. Mattai might be Matthew but there is no other
correspondence with any names of disciples in the New Testament. More than likely these names
are not from a real tradition but were written in to allow the word plays in the next section of the
Baraitha.
Tosefta Hullin
The Tosefta are an expansion of the Mishnah to include some additional traditions. The date is
uncertain, but the most popular dating is early in the Amoraic period - say c250AD. However, as
with many Jewish writings of this kind the Tosefta depends entirely on earlier material. Having said
this, there is not much about Jesus in it.
It happened with Rabbi Elazar ben Damah, whom a serpent bit, that Jacob, a man of Kefar
Soma, came to heal him in the name of Jeshua ben Pantera; but Rabbi Ishmael did not let him.
He said, “You are not permitted, Ben Damah.” He answered, “I will bring you proof that he
may heal me.” But he had no opportunity to bring proof, for he died. (Tosefta Hullin 2.22,23)
This is a story about someone who was dying of snake bite. He asks for a Christian to come and
heal him, but then falls into a theological debate as to whether it is permitted in Jewish law for such
a healing to take place. In the end the debate goes on for so long that the victim dies before a
conclusion is reached.
This tells us very little about Jesus, but it does show that Christians had a reputation for healing
early on in their history, which confirms a New Testament picture.
Summary
The tradition in Sanhedrin 43a is very clear that Jesus was executed on the eve of the Passover. The
other traditions are more about Christians than about Jesus Christ, but they all confirm the picture
in the New Testament.

Apostolic Fathers
Writers on Christianity who wrote after the completion of the New Testament, but who had met and
conversed with Apostles, are known as Apostolic Fathers. There are only a few of these, but their
writings naturally contain many references to Jesus Christ. The point here is no longer whether they
refer to Jesus - all of them do, many times, but when they were written.
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Clement of Rome
Clement was a bishop in Rome in the reign of Domitian. During his time in office he was asked to
intervene in a problem in Corinth. It seems that the factionalism that had been a problem during the
time of the Apostle Paul (see the early chapters of 1 Corinthians) had broken out again and Clement
was asked to give a judgement on what was happening. The result was a letter written in 96AD
which appealed to the factions in general terms to make peace. It seems as though Clement did not
really wish to become involved in matters in Corinth and the letter is more than usually general.
The letter shows signs of Latin composition. Either it was written in Latin and translated into Greek
or it was written by someone whose native language was Latin and who was not a very fluent
Greek speaker. It paraphrases several quotations from the New Testament, including a small
number of passages from the Gospels. The letter is a clear statement that Jesus was a real person.
The idea that Jesus was a myth who was not given a real existence until the time of Constantine is
clearly overturned by this letter.
The Didache
The Didache is a document which dates to the late first century AD (a few scholars place it in the
very earliest decades of the second century). It was referred to by Eusebius, but was then lost; a
manuscript was discovered in 1873 and a second (partial) manuscript in Latin translation in 1900.
The Didache is clearly a document of the earliest times of the Church, and supposes that Apostles
are still alive.
The Didache contains no biographical details of Jesus but it does mention him and quotes from the
Gospels of Matthew and Luke.
Ignatius of Antioch
Ignatius of Antioch lived from about 35AD. Between 98 and 117AD he was arrested in Antioch and
taken to Rome, where he expected to be put to death for his faith. On his way to Rome he wrote a
series of letters to various churches; seven of these are still in existence.
The letters of Ignatius make clear references to Jesus; they are, after all, Christian documents. They
also include quotations from and allusions to the New Testament. Ignatius quotes from the Gospels
of Matthew, Luke and John, and cites various Pauline epistles and 1 Peter.
Polycarp of Smyrna
Polycarp was Bishop of Smyrna until his death in c155AD. He was born in 69AD and met the
Apostle John in his earlier years; Irenaeus says that he learned from John. He received a letter from
Ignatius of Antioch and wrote a reply to him and to the Church in Philippi where Ignatius was at
the time. This letter is the only remaining work of Polycarp. As it was written to Ignatius who died
before the end of 117AD the letter must have been written in about 115AD. In this letter Polycarp
refers to Jesus and quotes from the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, as well as from various Pauline
epistles and 1 Peter.
The Epistle of Barnabas
The writer of the Epistle of Barnabas is unknown; it was not written by the Barnabas in the New
Testament. The letter refers to the destruction of Jerusalem and to a hope that it would be rebuilt as
a Jewish city by the Romans; this shows that it was written between 70 and 135AD. It is usually
thought that the letter was written towards the end of this period and a date of around 130AD is
usually considered to be most likely.
The Epistle of Barnabas makes clear reference to Jesus Christ and contains numerous citations of
various parts of the New Testament, including the Gospels.
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Summary
The Apostolic Fathers are a neglected group of writers. Their works are clearly not scripture, but
they write about Jesus and about conditions in the Christian community around the end of the first
century AD. It is clear that the New Testament was in existence by this point; the Apostolic Fathers
quote from it. They also refer to Jesus. Some of them are second-hand witnesses, having met
Apostles who had themselves met Jesus and learned from him directly. The witness to Jesus of the
Apostolic Fathers completely undermines and destroys the idea that Jesus was an invented
character constructed from pagan gods and astrology.

The New Testament
The New Testament is the most detailed possible source for Jesus Christ. The four books of the
Gospels contain the most detailed record of the life of Jesus available, but Jesus is also mentioned
in the letters of the various Apostles. Of course, the New Testament can’t be said to be evidence
outside the Bible, but nevertheless it is still evidence. This section gives the briefest possible
summary of the evidence and considers it as though the New Testament was simply another piece
of ancient literature.
The Gospels
The New Testament
The Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and
This is the source about Jesus
John) are the most detailed descriptions of
which is closest to him and which
the life of Jesus. Their date can be fixed to
gives by far the most accurate
detail. The New Testament was
a period before 70AD when the Temple in
written by people who lived at the
Jerusalem was destroyed. John’s Gospel
time of Jesus and who were either
must have been written between 65 and
eyewitnesses or had access to
70AD (probably early in that interval) and
eyewitnesses.
Luke’s Gospel must have been written
The New Testament was
complete before 70AD. It was
between 57 and 62AD (probably after
written at a time when most of the
60AD). The other two Gospels are more
people who saw Jesus and
difficult to date, but Mark is probably
remembered what he had said and
earlier than Luke. (See “Dating the
done were still alive. Any major
Gospels”). The Gospels provide a clear
The Rylands fragment - deviation from the truth would
the oldest portion of the have been noticed and corrected
picture of a Jesus who was really born,
New Testament known. (especially if it was noticed by the
really walked the earth, was a teacher and
c120AD.
opponents of Christianity).
a worker of miracles, who really died and
was really raised from the dead.
One of the most important elements of witness in the Gospels is the evidence of the empty tomb.
This appears initially in Matthew’s Gospel, where it mentions a fact contemporary with Matthew
himself. This is that the Jews were reporting that Jesus’ body had been stolen by the disciples.
and said, “Tell people, ‘His disciples came by night and stole him away while we were
asleep.’... So they took the money and did as they were directed. And this story has been spread
among the Jews to this day.
(Matthew 28:13,15 - see vv11-15)
This would be a record that was extremely easy to check, from the time of Jesus onwards. All one
had to do was to find a Jewish authority and ask about the body of Jesus. The answer given would
either confirm or falsify Matthew’s statement; if Matthew’s statement had been falsified in the time
of the early Church it would not have survived. In fact we know that Jewish authorities were
repeating the idea that Jesus’ body was stolen by his disciples into the second century. The
argument appears in Justin’s dialogue with Trypho the Jew (Ch. 107).
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yet you not only have not repented, after you
learned that He rose from the dead, but, as I
said before you have sent chosen and
ordained men throughout all the world to
proclaim that a godless and lawless heresy
had sprung from one Jesus, a Galilean
deceiver, whom we crucified, but his
disciples stole him by night from the tomb,
where he was laid when unfastened from the
cross, and now deceive men by asserting that
he has risen from the dead and ascended to
heaven.
(Justin: Dialogue with Trypho ch 107)
The existence of this story tells us that there was
indeed an empty tomb in Jerusalem.

The Empty Tomb
The fact that won’t go away

The empty tomb is one of the best attested facts of the
ancient world. Christianity began in Jerusalem and the
story of the empty tomb spread from there. Neither the
Jewish nor Roman authorities were able to explain
where the body of Jesus was. However, the Jewish
authorities continued to explain the empty tomb by the
claim that the disciples had stolen the body.
The fact of the empty tomb completely undermines
the idea that Jesus was a fictional character. The Jewish
authorities would have been very foolish to spend time
propagating the story of a stolen body if Jesus had never
existed!

The Letters of Paul
Paul wrote a series of letters to various
congregations in the middle of the first century.
His earliest letter was Galatians, which was written in the spring of 48AD (or just possibly the end
of the autumn of 47AD). This is probably the earliest of the New Testament writings (the other
possible candidate being the letter of James). The first words of the letter, and hence probably the
first words of the New Testament to be written down, are:-

Paul, an apostle—not from men nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father,
who raised him from the dead
(Galatians 1:1)
These, of course, are a reference to Jesus and to the resurrection. Later in Galatians Paul describes
his first encounter with the risen Jesus on the road to Damascus and subsequent encounters with
him in Arabia. In 1 Corinthians 15 Paul lists the witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus, real
eyewitnesses, some of whom were known to the recipients of the letter. He is not simply relating a
story or a myth. Paul’s letters are a cast-iron witness to Jesus, albeit one in less detail than the
Gospel records.
The Letters of Peter
Peter was one of the twelve disciples and later a
Paul the writer
noted Apostle. Peter was one of the closest
Paul was born in Turkey but was living in Jerusalem
people to Jesus that it is possible to imagine.
through the ministry of Jesus. He may not have seen
Jesus before the resurrection but he would have known
After the fire of Rome, while the condition in
many people who had. His writings overlapped the lives Rome for Christians was deteriorating, Peter
of many other Apostles who would have complained
wrote two letters which are now included in the
had they been incorrect.
New Testament. These letters include clear eyeWe know who Paul was and what he wrote. He is
witness accounts of Jesus. They are quoted by
referred to in the works of the Apostolic Fathers. He is
even mentioned in the second letter of Peter. Paul is
Polycarp of Smyrna (c115AD), Ignatius of
quite clear that Jesus was an ordinary human being.
Antioch (c115AD) and the Epistle of Barnabas
(pre 135AD).
Peter gives a very clear witness to the person of Jesus and to his resurrection; there are ten
references in his letters to Jesus as a historical person (as opposed to the return of Jesus or the
teaching and example of Jesus).
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The clearest references in the first of Peter’s
letters are references to the suffering of Jesus:For to this you have been called, because
Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an
example, so that you might follow in his steps.
(1 Peter 2:21)
Since therefore Christ suffered in the flesh...
(1 Peter 4:1)
Both of these references have force only because
Jesus was a real person who really suffered. There
would be no point in them if Jesus had merely
been a mythical figure. 1 Peter was written no
more than 35 years after the crucifixion of Jesus.
There would be plenty of people still alive who
could remember the event and who would be able
to correct Peter had he been wrong about it.

References to Jesus in Peter’s Letters
Peter was one of the companions of Jesus who
travelled with him during the three and a half years of
his ministry. He wrote two letters which are included
in the New Testament. These are essentially warnings
of the persecutions about to come under Nero, but
they contain 14 verses which have references to Jesus.
The references are:• 1 Peter 1:1,3; 1:19-21; 2:21; 3:18; 3:21; 4:1,13;
• 2 Peter 1:14,16-18
These passages are insistent that Jesus was present
recently (for the letter writer), that he was an example
for others to follow, that he came and suffered “in the
flesh” and that Peter is an eyewitness of these facts.
Some critics insist that the second of Peter’s letters
was written rather later than the middle of the first
century. This is a dubious conclusion based on the
presumptions of atheism, but even if they are correct
the letter would have been written in the early second
century and would still be a witness to the existence
of the real Jesus Christ, to his death and to his
resurrection.

There is another particularly significant reference
in Peter’s second letter. This refers to the
transfiguration (an event where Jesus was seen on
a mountain with two Old Testament prophets by Peter and two other disciples):-

For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty.
(2 Peter 1:16)
This passage is important because Peter begins it with a solemn assurance that he is an eyewitness
of the event he describes. He uses the first person plural to indicate that he and other disciples were
present in person. This is the clearest possible eyewitness testimony. Nineteenth century critics did
everything they could to undermine this testimony because the existence of an eyewitness account
undermined their assumptions completely. However, they produced no evidence to support the idea
that this letter was late; all they did was to state their conviction that it was a late letter, forcibly and
repeatedly. A more direct attempt to date the epistle puts it towards the end of 64AD or very early
in 65AD.
Peter was an eyewitness of Jesus’ ministry. A careful study indicates that he was also a relative of
Jesus (although not a member of Jesus’ immediate family). Peter’s letters are embedded in the time
before the persecution of Christians by Rome had begun, but as the preparations for it were being
made. This is a clear testimony to the person of Jesus Christ.
The Letters of James, John and Jude.
The remaining letters of the New Testament also refer to Jesus in a way which indicates that he was
real. All three writers were eyewitnesses to Jesus, being either a relative or a disciple (or both).
James wrote at about the same time as Paul’s letter to the Galatians (47/48AD); he refers to Jesus.
John wrote much later, probably in about 64 or 65AD, but he is also an eyewitness to Jesus’
ministry and was very concerned to point out that Jesus was real:every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God and every spirit
that does not confess Jesus is not from God.
(1 John 4:2,3)
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These references to Jesus being “in the flesh” are references to the physical reality of Jesus. John,
the eyewitness and a distant relative of Jesus insists that Jesus was a real person with all that that
entails in terms of temptation and human characteristics. This is not a letter written by someone
who was attempting to describe a mythical person.
The other Inconvenient Fact
No ancient witness ever insists that Jesus was a mythical
figure. The Jews would have used this argument had it been
true - they also were eyewitnesses to the existence of Jesus.
The Romans would have liked to undermine the
certainty of Christians that caused them not to fear death
but to submit to persecution (eg Pliny & Tacitus). Either
could have proclaimed that Jesus was merely a myth, but
neither did so.
The fact that no ancient source, Jewish, Roman or
neutral, proclaims that Jesus is merely mythical is a major
piece of evidence in its own right. All those who write
about Jesus indicate that he was a real person. Even writers
like Lucian and Celsus, who write with the intention of
undermining Christians, do not assert that Jesus was a
fictional character. This is a major problem in the atheist
case.

Summary
The New Testament documents were written
within the lifetime of eyewitnesses to Jesus,
and some of the writers were themselves
eyewitnesses. These writers write documents
that clearly describe Jesus as a real living
person and describe themselves as witnesses
of what had happened. A serious dating of the
documents places them all within a
generation of Jesus. To overcome this solid
body of evidence the conspiracy theorists are
forced to ignore the evidence and discount
these documents without considering them.

Remsburg’s List
John E. Remsburg (1848-1919) was a militant atheist in American who made his living giving
lectures and writing books in support of a secularist agenda. One of his books “The Christ”
presented an argument that Jesus never existed. At the core of this argument was a chapter entitled
“Silence of contemporary writers” which contains a list of 42 classical writers who Remsburg
claims were contemporary witnesses but who allegedly did not mention Jesus. This list has been
used in a large number of publications since it was written. It has appeared as an argument against
the Gospels in at least five books since 2000 and appears in over 200 websites.
This list includes a number of people such as Paterculus (who wrote a history of Rome from the
Trojan war to 29AD), Pausanias (who wrote a historical geography of Greece), Arrian (who wrote
the main history of Alexander the Great) and Columella (who wrote a treatise on the agriculture and
forestry of Spain). These, and many others in the list, would have had no reason to have written
about Jesus, even if he had been a famous Roman orator of the day. The inclusion of such writers in
the list shows a serious lack of scholarship on the part of both Remsburg and the atheists who
uncritically republish the list.
The list also includes Pliny the Younger, Tacitus, Lucian, Suetonius and Phlegon. These do include
an account of Christianity, and hence give some evidence on the existence of Jesus and other
matters in his life. Their witness is discussed above.
The point about this list is that the atheists who employ it in their argument are endorsing the
writers in it as being contemporary with Jesus and as being reliable. This means that the witness of
Lucian, for example, who is in Remsburg’s list, should be taken as contemporary evidence for the
existence of Jesus rather than as a late commentator. Thus the very list of writers posted by the
atheist websites both shows the failure of the scholarship of the atheist responsible and indicates
that the secular writers in the list who do mention Jesus are acceptable neutral witnesses.
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Conclusion
There are a large number of references to Jesus Christ outside the Bible (and of course a large
number of references inside it). Jesus is mentioned in four kinds of literature:• The New Testament: 27 documents of varying length written by people who either met Jesus or
met his disciples.
• Apocryphal Documents:These are of little historical value but were mainly written in the
second century and do refer to Jesus Christ. If nothing else they show that the Church was
sufficiently established by the second century for people to think that producing alternative
versions of Christianity was worthwhile.
• Christian Writings outside the Bible: The Apostolic Fathers wrote about Jesus within a
century of his resurrection. The writers had met Apostles earlier on. The four writers mentioned
in this article clearly had information about Jesus.
•

Non-Christian Writings: These are the main part of the article.

The secular evidence for Jesus is remarkably detailed when one considers how much of a marginal
figure Jesus would seem to be to an upper-class Roman of the time. Jesus was from a peasant
background, not a Roman citizen, lived in a rural area and in a distant part of empire, fought no
battles and did not conform to the Roman idea of a religious figure. This would be expected to
place him beneath notice in the Roman world, but in spite of this we have a few references to him
and to his followers.
References to Jesus outside any Christian tradition confirm:• Where Jesus lived.
• When he lived and when he was crucified.
• That he taught, and that he was of considerable influence as a teacher.
• That he performed actions considered to be miraculous.
• That he was executed - hanging is mentioned as the method, and this would correspond to
crucifixion.
• That he had a brother called James.
• That people claimed to have seen him alive after his death.
• That he was widely described as “The Christ”.
• That he founded a community which continued to grow after he was no longer with them.
This is a considerable amount of information for someone who could not have been expected to be
a major character in the first century or two of the Roman Empire.
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Objections to a Historical Jesus
Essentially four separate arguments are used to throw doubt on the historicity of Jesus. These are
aimed at discrediting the New Testament and minimising references to Jesus in non-Biblical
documents. Here are the arguments:1) Hearsay: Conspiracy theorists argue that none of the writings in the New Testament is
actually by Jesus. All the documents are written by someone else (and the conspiracy theorists
claim that no New Testament writer was an eyewitness). Therefore, argue the conspiracy
theorists, there is no evidence to support the real existence of Jesus; all the evidence we have
is simply hearsay.
In fact the New Testament is written either by eyewitnesses (like Peter and John) or by people
who personally knew eyewitnesses (like Paul and Luke). These witnesses are very clear that
they are writing about a real person. If one compares the witness to Jesus with the witness to
classical figures like Nero, Caligula, Hannibal or Socrates one sees that the evidence for Jesus
is much better than for the classical figures.
2) Late Writings: The conspiracy theorists argue that the Gospels were written centuries after
the time of Jesus and that they are therefore completely unreliable. They rely on nineteenth
century critics for this dating; a more reasoned approach shows that all the Gospels were
written well within the first century AD, and that the overwhelming probability is that they
were all complete before 70AD. Two of the New Testament Gospels were written by
eyewitnesses and the other two had access to eyewitnesses.
3) The Church Lied: This is the assertion that the early Christian church told deliberate lies
about Jesus. The conspiracy theorists here rely on arguments from Ignatius Loyola (founder
of the Jesuits) and Martin Luther who both argued that sometimes it was permissible to tell a
lie in order to avoid a great wrong [eg. if someone is being pursued by a mad axeman one
might point the mad axeman in the wrong direction]. Jerome is also sometimes cited. These
are hardly contemporary with the writing of the New Testament, and are not discussing the
possibility of lying about the fundamentals of one’s faith.
In reality there was a very large Christian community within a few decades of the
resurrection. In 64/65AD multitudes were being put to death by Nero and Pliny noted that the
effect of Christianity in the remote province of Bithynia was so marked that it was affecting
the economy of the province. The new Christians were determined not to deny their faith in
the face of persecution; they needed a good deal of evidence to put their life on the line in this
way. Certainly they would not do so for a lie.
4) Secular Sources are Late: This is the argument that no extant secular source is contemporary
with Jesus. All of the non-Christian sources are secondary sources; none of them is from an
eyewitness. This is true, but compared to other figures in the ancient world the sources are
very good. One can again repeat questions about evidence for ancient figures such as Pompey,
Cleopatra VII of Egypt or Herod the Great.
The objections all fail. The evidence for the existence of Jesus is better than the evidence for the
existence of the majority of ancient people. By the mid to late 2nd century people like Trypho
and Celsus were arguing against Christianity and Roman and Jewish factions both had a strong
reason to suppress Christianity. None of these thought of using the argument that Jesus was
mythical. This alone is evidence that he was a real person.
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Postscript: Jesus and Pagan Gods
One of the claims that is often made by the conspiracy theorists is that Jesus is simply an amalgam
of details from various different pagan heroes and gods, all of which are held to be fairly similar
and all of which are based on astrological ideas. This was popularised in the nineteenth century by
James Frazer in his book “The Golden Bough”.
However, the methodology used in such approaches is highly suspect. The victorian amateurs who
put the original idea together had little knowledge of the pagan gods they were writing about and
filled in the gaps by taking elements from Christianity, which accounts for the existence of more
than a few Christian elements in their reconstruction of paganism. More recent scholarship has
exposed these discrepancies, but the conspiracy theorists seem unaware of this work.
For example, the conspiracy theorists look at the Roman god Mithras, who they presume is the
same as the Persian Mithra. They then note that the day sacred to Mithras was 25th December and
claim that he had a virgin birth, was put to death and rose from the dead and that he was a noted
teacher and had a set of disciples. In this they are almost completely wrong. The Persian Mithra has
almost no similarity with the Roman Mithras. We know very little about Mithras because the cult
was a secret; all that is known comes from inscriptions in Mithraea. However, we do know that
Mithras did not have any kind of conventional birth, let alone a virgin birth. Instead he sprang, fully
grown, from a rock. He was never sacrificed, but he did kill a bull; it is generally thought that this
is part of a creation myth. The manner of death of Mithras is unknown; he did not rise from the
dead but was simply promoted to the heavens as a star or constellation. The 25th December was not
a significant date for early Christians. Christian celebrations were arranged on the 25th December at
a much later date as a way of supplanting the pagan celebrations which went on at the same time.
The difference between Jesus and pagan figures is pointed out for us by Celsus, who wrote his book
“The True Word” in the hope of converting Christians to paganism. In it he points out a large
number of ways in which Jesus is different from the expected pattern of a pagan hero. A typical
pagan hero would have persuaded the highest elements of society, would have fought and won
battles, overcome monsters, taken vengeance on those who opposed him and so frightened his
followers that they would have been completely obedient to him. He would have looked like a
Greek god and would have never been put to death. This is the kind of hero that would have been
invented had Jesus been a product of the imagination of his time.
Philostratus produced exactly such an account in his life of Appolonius. Writing about two
centuries after the event, Philostratus attempted to create a pagan figure in Appolonius of Tyana to
use as a more attractive alternative to Jesus. The result is a hero who fits in with Graeco-Roman
expectations. This is exactly the sort of figure that would have been invented if Jesus had not been a
real historical figure accurately remembered.
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