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“Historically 
it is quite
doubtful
whether
Christ ever
existed at all,
and if He did
we know
nothing
about Him.”

Dewayne Bryant

In his book Why I am Not a Christian, noted philosopher and

agnostic Bertrand Russell argues his case against the Christian

faith. Like many other critics of the Bible, he did not believe that

the Gospels were trustworthy sources of information about the

life of Christ. Criticism of Jesus’ existence has a long history,

stretching through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Few credible scholars deny the existence of Christ today

because the evidence for His life is simply too abundant to

ignore. This is in contrast to many critics who are not bona fide

– Bertrand Russell
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scholars, who claim that Jesus was only
an invention of the early church. One
such movie called The Beast is going to
premiere in June, which claims that
Jesus never lived and that this fact is one
of the Roman Catholic Church’s dirty little
secrets that it will protect at any cost.
The makers of this movie produced
another work titled The God Who Wasn’t
There. According to the Website for the
production, the movie did for religion
what Super Size Me did for the fast food
industry. Are these movie makers aware
of something the rest of us are missing?
Hardly.

There are a number of ancient witness-
es that testify to Christ’s life on earth. In
his book The Historical Jesus: Ancient
Evidence for the Life of Christ, Gary
Habermas identifies one hundred twen-
ty-nine different facts about Christ from
forty-five different sources, seventeen of
which are non-Christian and four of
which are archaeological. From the com-
bined accounts of the Roman historians
Tacitus, Suetonius, and Pliny the Younger
and the Greek satirist Lucian we can
assemble a composite picture of Christ
and His church that bears an undeniable
resemblance to the portrait painted by
the New Testament. From Tacitus we
learn that the Christians got their name
from Christ, that He was crucified under
the leadership of Pontius Pilate, and that
Christianity later spread to Rome.
Suetonius states that a Jewish revolt that
took place in Rome in AD 49, claiming
that the troubles were started because of
Christ. Pliny says that the Christians met
on a fixed day, sang hymns to the divine
Christ, and were accountable for their
sins. In addition to mentioning Christ’s
crucifixion, Lucian says that the
Christians believed in eternal life, 
worshipped Christ and obeyed His com-
mandments, and chose a non-materialis-
tic lifestyle (cf. Acts 2:45). 

History confirms the details of Christ’s
life and legacy in non-Christian writings,
but archaeology also helps to prove the
accuracy of Scripture as well. The gov-
ernor of Judea at the time of Christ’s
death was the infamous Pontius Pilate,
which is dated to approximately AD 30-31
thanks to coins that were minted to

honor his rule. Both Philo and Josephus
mention Pilate, though neither uses any
flattery. He is described as a particularly
cruel and vicious man, who eventually
had to stand trial in Rome for executing a
group of Samaritans. Eusebius notes that
after being found guilty and exiled, he
committed suicide. In 1961, a stone
plaque was discovered in Caesarea bear-
ing Pilate’s name. The Pilate Inscription,
as it is called, seems to have been written
to commemorate the construction of a
temple for the worship of Tiberius Caesar,
who ruled during Pilate’s governorship of
Judea (Luke 3:1). 

In 1990, Zvi Greenhut discovered a tomb
in an old cave whose roof had collapsed.
The tomb contained a dozen ossuaries
(bone-boxes), half of which had been
robbed in ancient times while the others
lay undisturbed. This tomb was the final
resting place of the family of Caiaphas,
the same individual who served as high
priest at the time of Christ’s arrest (Matt.
26:3). According to Josephus, Joseph
Caiaphas was high priest in Jerusalem
from AD 18-36, precisely the time during
which Jesus was crucified. 

In 1878, an inscription was uncovered in
Nazareth which forbade the disturbance
of any graves that had been sealed (cf.
Matt. 27:66). A number of scholars agree
that the ordinance was issued by
Claudius between AD 41-54. Anyone dar-
ing to do so would face capital punish-
ment, though earlier prohibitions pre-
scribed only fines. While the Nazareth
Inscription does not specifically mention
Christ or His followers, it is a possibility
that the missing body of Christ caused
enough of a commotion that the emperor
himself issued a statement concerning
the matter, increasing the punishment for
the offense. 

While even the most radical of historical
critics might agree that Jesus lived, the
greatest question is not about His life 
or death, but about His resurrection.
Christ’s resurrection is the hardest part
for many people to accept. They will admit
that Jesus lived and was a good man.
They will concede that He was a popular
teacher of morality who was executed 
by the Romans. But what about the 
empty tomb? 

There are a host of problems with con-
cocting alternate theories for Christ’s res-
urrection. Some suggest that the disci-
ples simply stole Christ’s body, but a rag-
tag group of disillusioned disciples would
have been no match for the guard posted
at Christ’s tomb. Neither Roman nor
Jewish authorities would have had rea-
son to take the body. After all, disturbing
graves was already considered a serious
offense before the Nazareth Inscription
was issued. Animals could not have taken
it because the tomb was sealed. Some
have suggested the disciples went to the
wrong tomb, but Joseph of Arimathea
would have known which tomb Christ
was in because he owned it. 

From the areas of both history and
archaeology there is no rational reason to
deny that the gospel accounts of Christ’s
life, death, and resurrection are accurate.
Some have claimed that Jesus never
lived, or was at best a legend. It is inter-
esting to see that these scholars have
been criticized by their peers, even by
those who do not believe in God. Michael
Grant, a highly-respected historian (and
non-Christian), said that if a person were
to apply the same criteria that historians
use for other ancient literature, then he
should conclude that the gospels are reli-
able and that Jesus’ tomb must have been
found empty. Critics are often guilty of
applying a double standard to the Bible.
While other literature that mentions the
supernatural is acceptable, the Bible is
not. If one were objective and fair, then
there should be no problem in taking
Scripture at face value. 

If Jesus never lived, we must ask an
important question: “Why did the disci-
ples suffer torture and death for a non-
existent Savior?” In the history of the
early church, many Christians faced a
choice – recant and worship the Roman
gods, or die. From what we know in his-
torical accounts many of them chose the
latter rather than shame their Lord. Why
would they do such a thing? Maybe it was
something they saw after the first resur-
rection Sunday. !

Critics are often guilty of applying
a double standard to the Bible. 


