THE  RISE   OF   CHRISTIANITY

CAN WE BELIEVE THE NEW TESTAMENT ?

THE Bishop of Birmingham has set forth in a book on this  subject (published in 1947) what he believes to "be truth, so far as it can be ascertained" concerning the origin of Christianity. But the Bishop gives an explanation of what real Christianity is and of how it arose which conflicts in all essential points with the account given in the New Testament. His "point of view" is that "of one who accepts alike the methods of analytical scholarship and the postulate of the large-scale, or finite-scale, uniformity of nature which is fundamental in modern science". The first method leads him to regard as unreliable most of the New Testament writings, because in his view they contain legend added to the real history, and the second method leads to denial of all miracles.

In accordance with this point of view the Bishop considers that the "gospel of Matthew" was written by an unknown Palestinian Jewish Christian towards the end of the first century.1 Because " miraculous stories are firmly rooted in " the gospel of Mark, at least a generation and a half must have elapsed from the crucifixion of Jesus before it was written.2 Luke is dated about a.d. ioo.3 Of the epistles attributed to Paul, some are rejected, and the others in their present form are the result of editing, in which process additions were freely made.3 Thus the important chapter dealing with the resurrection of Christ (i Cor. 15) is "a short tract " or "fly sheet " written one or two generations after Paul, but ascribed to him.4

" Modern man, with his thoughts shaped by scientific investigation, is certain that miracles, in the sense of finite-scale-activities contrary to the normal ordering of nature, do not happen."5 This " need to jettison the miraculous element in the New Testament " is absolute, and extends to the virgin birth and the physical resurrection of Jesus : " In so far as Christian teaching has been built upon the power of Jesus to perform miracles and upon the miracles associated with his birth and death, it calls for drastic refashioning of such teaching".6 In the accounts of the burial and resurrection " myth and marvel become steadily more in evidence ".7 1 Rise of Christianity, p. 99. 2 Ibid., p.,109. 3 Ibid., pp. 219, 220. * Ibid., p. 228. 5 Ibid., p. 66. ° l'bid.,\>. 67. 7 Ibid., p. 163.

facts inexplicable by the theory

With the records of the life of Jesus and of the early years of Christianity thus discounted as reliable history, the Bishop is unable to tell us how Christianity became established. After the death of Jesus, " by every law of probability Christianity ought to have perished. That it survived is—do we exaggerate ? —the supreme miracle of history . . . The process by which a scattered group of frightened men became a resurgent community is hidden from us : the seed grew in secret ". 8

What is left of Christianity when it is deprived of all the distinctive features? We are told that it is an "ethical monotheism centred on Jesus the Christ ", who spoke " of God with an intimate and beautiful certainty", and whose " personality was so strong, his religious sureness so great, his moral and spiritual influence so powerful that his followers could not forget him. As they repeated his teaching they gained an unshakeable certainty of his continuing presence."9 We are not told whether that belief in his presence was correct ; since the belief in Christ's bodily resurrection was a mistake, how can we be sure that the belief in his continuing presence was not also an error of religious enthusiasm ?

It is claimed that we can ignore the miracles of the New Testament and Christianity remains that same way of life, lived in accordance with Christ's revelation of God, which through the centuries men have been drawn to follow : Jesus remains the one of whom it was said (2 Cor. 5 : 19), " God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself". Such indwelling was a spiritual, not a physical fact.10 But the context of the words quoted is sufficient to show that the Christianity of Paul was something much more than the '' ethical monotheism " of the modernist view. It was truly ethical, and monotheistic also ; but apostolic Christianity was a proclamation of the forgiveness of sins, of reconciliation with God through God's redemptive work in His Son. Paul says : " The love of Christ constraineth us ; because we thus judge, that if one died for all, then were all dead : and that he died for all, that they which live should not henceforth live unto themselves, but unto him which died for them, and rose again . . . Therefore if any man be in Christ he is a new creature : old things are passed away ; behold, all things are become new. And all things are of God, who hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ ".l:L

9 Ibid., p. 336.

11 2 Cor. 5 : 14-21.

The teaching of Paul in this quotation runs through his epistles ; but it is in no way different from the teaching of Jesus as recorded in the gospels.12

The Christianity of modernism, as represented by Bishop Barnes, virtually denies the need for redemption and with that does away with the need for God's intervention. When the doctrine of Christianity as set forth in the documents of the New Testament have been reduced to myth and legend, and the documents themselves charged with being spurious writings of a generation later than that of the apostles, there would seem to be no good foundation for any profession of Christianity at all. revival of outmoded criticism

All readers of the Bishop's book who are also acquainted with the course of critical discussion on the New Testament during the last century will at once recognize that the views he advocates are those which were advanced about a century ago, many of which have had to be discarded in the light of modern discoveries. This has been stated incisively by one fully qualified to speak ; Sir Frederic Kenyon says : "A detailed examination of the Bishop's book had convinced me that it was no up-to-date representation of the results of modern scholarship, but, on the contrary, was a revival of a school of criticism which had some vogue about seventy years ago, and ignored almost wholly the results of the last fifty years ",13

Dr. Barnes regards the progress of Christianity as recorded in Acts as " idealized history ".14 He declares that the writer of " Luke " had read Josephus, whose book was published about a.d. 95, had misunderstood a reference to Lysanias, and had therefore made a blunder in his mention of Lysanias of about a century.15 But the work of Sir Wm. Ramsay in a dozen volumes from his pen, has proved the complete reliability of the Acts as history, and that it must have been written by a companion of Paul. But even before Ramsay's day the evidence existed that two men bore the name of Lysanias, one was a king and the other a tetrarch, and Luke's reference is correct.16

On the general question of the dates of the New Testament writings the case against Dr. Barnes's conclusions have been

12 See e.g., Mark 10 : 45 ;   Matt. 26 : 28 ;  John 3 : 15.

13 The Bible and Modern Scholarship, p. viii ;   see also p. 27.

14 Rise of Christianity, p. 274.        15 Luke 3:1.

16 See ramsay, Bearing of Modern Discovery, pp. 297-299.

stated by Sir Frederic Kenyon as follows : " As to the dates at which they (the New Testament books) took their final shape, Dr. Barnes holds views which modern discoveries show to be unsound. His relegation of all to the second century is refuted by the evidence of the Rylands fragment of St. John ; and his repeated suggestions of alterations, insertions and re-editings up to the middle of the second century have no justification on grounds of reasonable scholarship or bibliographical probability. We cannot too often remind ourselves that the textual founda​tions of the New Testament record are quite exceptionally sound."17

the dates of the documents

The tendency of modern scholarship is to push ever earlier the dates when the gospels were written. Thus, writing fifty years ago, Harnack dated Mark and Luke about 60—65, and Matthew about a.d. 70 : but Professor C. C. Torrey today says that there is nothing in any of the four gospels which demands a date later than a.d. 50. Of the general reliability of the literature of the New Testament, Harnack reached the con​clusion that the " oldest literature of the church in its main points and in most of its details from the point of view of literary history, was veracious and trustworthy ".ls In the Preface to Luke the Physician, the Author of the Third Gospel and of the Acts of the Apostles, Harnack boldly says : "I hope to have shown in the following pages that criticism has gone wrong, and that tradition is right ". Only if the " tradition " given in the New Testament is an accurate record have we an adequate explana​tion of the beginning or the progress of Christianity.

Christianity began somewhere and at some time. So much has history been influenced by it that we speak of the Christian era and date our documents Anno Domini. We are thus taken back over nineteen hundred years to the rise of Christianity. What is the reason for its rise and rapid expansion ?

rapid early growth

It is important to observe the amazing progress that was achieved in converting men and women to Christian teaching within a century of the birth of Christ. The Catacombs at Rome witness to the vast numbers of Christians in Rome. In these vast subterranean burial places of Christians the total length of

17 The Bible and Modern Scholarship, 37,  38.

18 Quoted by Orr, The Bible Under Trial, p. 125.

the passages has been computed to be over 500 miles. The number entombed on the lowest estimate is over one and three-quarter millions, and a reasonable claim has been made for about four millions. The catacombs excavations began before the end of the first century, and burials were not frequent after the middle of the fourth century. About ten generations, therefore, used the catacombs for burial, which would give an average per generation on the highest estimate quoted of 400,000 and on the lowest of 175,000. The numbers would be greater at the end than at the beginning, and the average numbers cited would apply to the middle of the period, about a.d. 230. But if there were at that date so many Christians in Rome, the numbers at the time when the catacombs began to be used must have been considerable. We can therefore see that the language of Tacitus, the Roman historian, is not extravagant when he says that " an immense multitude " of Christians suffered in the persecution of Nero which began in a.d. 64. And, of course, Tacitus is only referring to those taken and condemned. But how many were not brought to judgment ? Clement, a Roman Christian, writing near the end of the first century of the same persecution, uses similar language—" a great multitude ". This in turn confirms Paul's language in his letter to the Romans about a.d. 58, that the gospel had been " proclaimed throughout the whole world ". *9

In Asia Minor, at the beginning of the second century, we have the witness of Pliny's letter to the Emperor Trajan (a.d. 112), that throughout the region " many of all ages and ranks and of both sexes " professed Christianity ; the movement was " not confined to the cities but had spread into the villages and country " ; the pagan temples were " almost deserted ", the " sacred rites " were " interrupted " and the sacrificial victims found few purchasers.

the explanation in acts

Evidence for other regions of the Empire is not so explicit for so early a period, but there is evidence that the numbers of Christians in Egypt, Syria, Carthage, and France in the second century was very considerable. A river starts with a stream, but the rise of Christianity must have been a very lively stream soon after leaving its source to have increased to such dimensions in the second century. But Acts gives us the picture which provides an adequate explanation. In Jerusalem the teaching

is Rom. i : 8.

of the apostles was accepted by thousands20 and grew so rapidly that persecution arose.21 This only more widely scattered the seed, and in a very short time communities of Gentile believers were established in Syria.22 Then came the work of Paul, taking the gospel first to Cyprus and Galatia, then to Greece, and then throughout the Roman province of Asia with Ephesus as the centre, in his three missionary journeys.23 During this time most of Paul's epistles were written, particularly the greater epistles—Galatians, Romans and Corinthians, which the most destructive criticism has conceded were written by Paul. The epistles are interlocked with the history in Acts in dozens of allusions all in the casual way that belongs to truth, but which together form a body of coincidences which because they are undesigned, strikingly confirm the truth of both Acts and Epistles.24

But this spread of Christianity was achieved in the face of Jewish opposition and Gentile persecution. The adherents of Christianity knew the foundations of their faith ; they were also strongly opposed to impostors and false teachers who arose in their midst. They accepted Christian doctrine on reasoned evidence—the addresses in Acts being summaries of the close-knit arguments by which the gospel was proclaimed.

When men were so keenly interested in the " common faith ", with frequent contacts between the various churches, the gospels and epistles might be expected to be widely circulated ; and the evidence is that this took place. Such being the case, how, when and where could interpolations be made as postulated by Bishop Barnes ? The Christian faith was not limited to one country or to one place in any province : but it was the same faith everywhere, based on the same funda​mental facts as set forth in documents accepted as authoritative.

It would be just as difficult for an interpolation to be made in a text book in daily use in schools and colleges today without detection as for the early Christian documents to be tampered with. We must remember that those documents were regarded as having divine authority, and any alteration to them would be earnestly resisted. And if, as suggested by the Bishop, additions were made, in view of the widespread circulation of the letters

20 Acts, 2 : 41 ;  4:4;  4 : 32 ;   5 : 28 ;  9:31;   etc.

21 Acts 8 : i.

22 Acts ii : 19-26.

23 Acts 13 to 20.

24 See paley and birks :  Horae Paulinae.

and gospels, we should expect that some manuscripts would have survived which represented the shorter original ; but such evidence is entirely lacking.

the significance of jewish opposition

The course taken by Christianity as it spread deserves notice. The Christian faith is the faith of Gentiles, and apart from the earliest days has rarely been accepted by Jews. Christianity, however, sprang from a Jewish cradle, yet the claim made concerning Jesus that he was the Messiah promised in the Old Testament writings is today abhorrent to the Jew : to him the Messianic idea is degraded by the claim that a crucified man is the true Messiah. But this attitude has been consistently maintained by the Jews. No less in the first century than now, but really very much greater, was the resentment the Jews displayed towards Christian teaching. Paul said that the preaching of the Cross was to the Jews a stumbling-block.2 5 As the claims of Jesus were repudiated by the Jewish people, so the testimony of the apostles was opposed. The Jews were an exclusive race, who thought the salvation of God could only be found in their nation. They were keen proselytizers, seeking to bring men to Jewish faith and nationality. Yet some members of this race not only came to believe that Jesus was their Saviour and King, but against every instinctive prejudice of their race carried to Gentiles the gospel of salvation by faith irrespective of race, sex, or social standing. This development was bitterly opposed by the more exclusive Christian Jews, and it seemed that the very movement was in danger of disruption. But it survived.

Two difficulties had to be met : that the salvation of God was to be found in a crucified man, and that that salvation was intended for Gentile as wall as Jew, and upon the same condition of faith.

The extension of the preaching to the Gentiles was justified on the ground that God had commanded it.26 Only on the basis of such a belief would the gospel have been taken by Jews to Gentiles. But the gospels show that this development was foreseen by Jesus, as is revealed in many sayings and parables, which his followers did not understand at the time.2 7 But in

25 i Cor. i : 23.

26 Acts 15 : 6-18.

27 e.g., Luke 13 : 29 ;   14 : 23 ; John 10 : 16.

addition to understanding the words of Jesus, the apostles found that the prophets had also foretold that the Gentiles would be included in God's mercy, and that the blessing of Gentiles was included in the promises God had made to the fathers of their race.2 s The doctrine of a salvation for men of every race was accepted because it was believed to have a divine warrant. That is the only satisfactory explanation for the development of a Jewish Church into a Gentile Church.

the preaching of the cross

The teaching of the apostles concerned a salvation of God in Christ crucified. The very idea was distasteful, but in all the preaching emphasis was consistently placed on the fact that God had foretold this redemption.2 9 The message was always and everywhere buttressed by a close reasoning out of the Old Testament Scriptures. We have an illustration in Peter's address at the home of Cornelius : first a reference to the ministry of Jesus, which was known to the listeners : an explanation that it was God who anointed Jesus with the Holy Spirit and with power—God was with him; but he was slain and hanged on a tree. Yet him God raised from the dead and showed him openly to chosen witnesses. By the command of the resurrected Jesus the apostles testified that he was appointed Judge of living and dead. " To him give all the prophets witness, that through his name whosoever believeth in him shall receive remission of sins ".3° In the letter to the Corinthians, Paul says : "I declare unto you the gospel which I preached unto you, which also ye have received, and wherein ye stand : by which also ye are saved if ye keep in memory what I preached unto you, unless ye have believed in vain. For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures ; and that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures".31 The first preaching, it is evident, concerned a divine salvation wrought out in the person of God's Son, whose death was in some way the means whereby sins were forgiven ; but the one who died had been raised, and to this risen Lord of life men were invited to look

28 Rom. 9 : 24-33 ;   Gal. 3 : 16, 26-29.

29 Acts 2 : 23 ;   10 : 43 ;   17:3.

30 Acts 10 : 34-43.

31 i Cor. 15 : 1-4.

for everlasting life in the day when he returned to establish God's kingdom on earth.33

prophecies of resurrection

Of outstanding importance is an address by Peter, recorded in Acts 2. At the feast of Pentecost, fifty days after the Passover when Jesus was crucified, the apostles began to preach to multitudes of Jews who had gone to the feast from all parts of the world. An outpouring of God's spirit gave the apostles miraculous powers of speech, and as an explanation of this Peter referred to a prophecy of Joel, which foretold such an event, and which closed with the words that " whosoever should call on the name of the Lord should be saved ". That salvation, said Peter, had been provided for them in the man whom God had approved in their midst by miracles, wonders, and signs. In taking him and crucifying him they had fulfilled a divine purpose, but him " hath God raised up, having loosed the pains of death ; because it was not possible that he should be holden of it ". David by prophecy had spoken of the resurrection of the Messiah that he would not be left in the grave nor his flesh see corruption. After the style of prophetic utterance, David had used the first person, " Thou will not leave me in the grave ; nor suffer thine holy one to see corruption ". But, said Peter, it clearly was not of himself that he spake, for his sepulchre is with us to this day. The existence of David's burial place, in which reposed the dust of what was David, clearly established that David's prophecy did not concern himself. He, by common consent, had " seen corruption ". But David, continued Peter, knew by divine promise that he would be the ancestor of the Messiah, and it was of him he spoke. The Messiah, then, to fulfil the Old Testament forecast of him, must be a resurrected man. "Jesus has been raised up by God ; therefore Jesus is the Messiah." It was a challenge directly made that the tomb where the body of Jesus had been laid was empty : for David's sepulchre was a witness that the prophecy did not apply to him. The issue raised was clear : Jesus was risen and the tomb where his body was placed but seven weeks before was empty. It only needed that someone should say that the body of Jesus, like that of David, still rested in the grave, and Peter's case would have crumbled into dust. The test could have been made easily, for the sepulchre was near at hand when Peter spoke ; it is difficult to think that no one thought of checking so direct

32 Acts 4 : 10-12 ; 5 : 29-31 ; i Cor. 15 : 23 ; Col. 3 : 1-4, etc.

an issue !   That the case presented was convincing was shown by the response ;   three thousand believed.

the witness of the tomb

But such teaching in the capital city of the nation and in the temple courts where great crowds continually assembled, was a strong indictment of the Jewish rulers ; if Jesus was raised they had condemned the man whom in a most exceptional way God had approved. But the attention which the apostles' teaching attracted could not be ignored, and the authorities resorted to a lame method of dealing with what to them was a very critical situation. They had the apostles brought before them and charged them to cease this preaching ; but they were met with a firm refusal. " We ought to obey God rather than man", said the apostles. Is it not evident that the one means of silencing the preachers was not available : it only required that the body of Jesus should be produced and the apostles would have been exhibited as deceived or deceivers, and the preaching of the resurrection would have ended when it began.

All theories to escape the conclusion that Jesus was risen from the dead break on the stubborn fact that the body was not produced. An astute brain and an unscrupulous character were united in the High Priest of that day. He was on the spot and faced the practical issue, and we may be sure that no theory ever invented since that time to explain away the resurrection of Jesus would be overlooked by him. The authorities fell back on the foolish idea that the disciples had stolen the body : such was their desperate need to find some explanation.

If that explanation had been true we should have had a movement based on a fraud, which is neither consistent with the character of the apostles, nor with the moral standard of their teaching, nor with the fact that most of the earliest preachers suffered martyrdom for their faith. Men do not die for a fraud.

The theory was at one time put forward that Jesus only swooned ; then recovered with the cold of the tomb, and effected his escape from it. This is so ridiculous that the explanation has been dropped by the critics themselves. The appearance of an emaciated and sorely bruised and wounded body would not have originated the idea of resurrection : had any been deceived the death at last of the man would have

undeceived them. The theory recently advanced that the disciples went to the wrong tomb, and finding it empty reached the conclusion that he was risen, fails when we remember that the authorities at any rate knew the correct tomb and would have quickly disillusioned the apostles.

The suggestion that the disciples were the subjects of collective hallucination breaks down under the facts. The subject of hallucination sees what he is looking for but which is not there. But in every case of the appearance of Jesus the spectators saw Jesus, and were not looking for him, and did not at first realize that it was he. 33

the declarations of the apostles

The claims made by the apostles that they had seen Jesus, had spoken to him, had handled him, do not belong to the class of circumstances envisaged in all these theories. " That which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, of the Word of life", is a summing-up by the last surviving apostle of the experience which was shared by all the " chosen witnesses ". The life of the Christian fellowship was based upon the truth of the testimony. The men who were witnesses inculcated such a code of morals, of which they were themselves living exponents, that fraud is excluded. Men of such high purpose and practical aims were neither men who imposed upon others or were themselves imposed upon. " To ask us to believe that the disciples, out of their own inner consciousness, came to the conviction that Christ had risen, and that they had seen him at a time when they were plunged in despair and in physical fear, is to present for our acceptance a thing incredible".34

why jesus rose

The historical fact of Christ's bodily resurrection in the apostle's teaching was placed in relation to a redemptive work of God. They saw its meaning against the background of the deepest human needs, and recognized that in Christ God had revealed His saving power. This is briefly expressed by Paul in i Cor. 15 : 21-23 : " Since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive. But every man in his own order : Christ the firstfruits ; afterward they that are

33 See quotation from Mgr. Knox in The Third Day, by A. Lunn.

34 C. F. nolluth.

Christ's at his coming ". Death reigns, and we cannot break its power. Our own impotence is never so keenly felt as when we are in the presence of death. This reign of death over man, in the Bible is shown to be the result of sin. " Sin reigns unto death." "The wages of sin is death." "By one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin, and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned". If death is a consequence of sin and in Jesus we have a victor over death, by what means was his victory achieved ? Why was it not possible, to use Peter's words, that he should be holden of death ? The answer is, because he had done no sin. "As by one man's (Adam's) disobedience many were made sinners, so by the obedience of one (Jesus) shall many be made righteous".35 This obedience of Jesus is unique ; for Paul does not refer to one outstanding action of his life—although his submission to crucifixion was an act of obedience—but the whole of his life was without sin. This is testified so many times that it is clearly an important part of the apostle's teaching concerning Jesus. " He knew no sin " ; 36 "he was tempted in all points like as we are, yet without sin " ; 37 " who did no sin, neither was guile found in his mouth". 38 This remarkable claim concerning Jesus finds

O   tJ

confirmation in an episode recorded in John's gospel. He was in dispute with the Jewish rulers about his authority and the truth of his claims that he was the Son of God. Their hearts, he said, were evil, and even then were murderously inclined towards him. Against such a controversial background he issued a challenge : " Which of you convicteth me of sin ? "39 It is an amazing statement ; an evil man would never think of making it ; a good man could not make it, for he would be too conscious of the flaws in his character and too painfully aware that with all his efforts he could be convicted of shortcomings. The blush of shame would mantle the brow of any earnest man if he should presume to make such a statement. Yet Jesus makes it, and we do not feel anv incongruity in his making it. Without any self-consciousness, but resting on the simple fact, he declares the truth : " And if I say the truth, why do ye not believe me ? " The eyes of his opponents were sharpened by envy and anger. But they had no answer ; neither has any

35 Rom. 5 : 21 :   6 : 23 ;   5 : 19;    I Cor. 15 : 20-23.

36 2 Cor. 5:21.

37 Heb. 4 : 15.

38 i Pet. 2 : 22.

39 John 8 = 46.

critic of Jesus since that day.  Friends and foes have studied the life of Jesus, but no defect has been revealed.

It has been said that the Bible is a book that men would not have written if they could, nor could have written if they would. But this is even more true of the life of Jesus ; no other life is like it. How came fisherfolk and men of artisan occupa​tions, and without scholastic attainments, to invent such a life ? They obviously could not. Yet here is the record unparalleled in all human biographies, moving men always to copy the life and to strive after holiness. It was a life fitted for everlasting life ; therefore God raised him from death " to die no more ".

the problem of jesus' sinlessness

But we move back a further step. How can we explain the sinlessness of Jesus ? If his character was just the chance result of godly parentage and a suitable environment, why in the ages before or since has there been none to compare with him ? The nearest to him in moral stature would be the first to witness to the surpassing height of his excellence. He towers above like a lonely peak, and what foothills there are are dwarfed to small mounds beside him. The explanation given in the Scriptures is the only adequate one : he was the son of God.

In the context of his challenge that he was sinless Jesus had spoken of his relationship to God. He said he was " the Son " that could make them free. He spoke of God as " my Father ". " I do nothing of myself, but as my Father hath taught me I do these things." Such language gave a shock to the Jewish leaders, who considered he was speaking blasphemy. They were surely fully justified in this if his claims were false : but what if they were true ?

The prologue to John's Gospel says that the divine purpose was revealed in Jesus in a unique way.

"The word was made flesh, and dwelt among us; and we beheld his glory, the glory of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth".40


The language echoes the Old Testament record of God dwelling by His glory in the tabernacle in the midst of the nation of Israel. So now God "tabernacled" in Jesus, and the glory shining forth from him was the grace and truth of God. It was the resemblance a son bears to a father: and if the character of grace and truth was divine, then Jesus was the Son of God, " the word made flesh ".

40 John i : 14.

The first and third gospels state the case in plain language. In Matthew we are told of Joseph's repudiation of paternity, and of the revelation that Mary's child was the Son of God. Luke gives the mother's point of view, and tells of the angelic announcement that Mary should have a son, which should be " the Son of the highest "."

textual evidence

Bishop Barnes regards the virgin birth and the resurrection as incredible stories. Others have attacked the narratives in the hope of disposing of them as reliable history. The idea that the early chapters of Matthew and Luke are interpolation comes to grief on the evidence of the manuscripts. There is no evidence at all that these chapters are spurious. The more limited charge of interpolation of the two verses, Luke i : 34, 35, breaks down on examination of the two chapters ! Many allusions of time, and many references to the divine sonship of the child lose all point if these two verses are taken away : they are inextricably interwoven in the story and cannot be expunged.

Luke has been charged with inaccuracies in his references to the circumstances that led to the birth at Bethlehem. Fifty years ago it was confidently affirmed that there was no Roman census at that time, and that Luke's reference to a first census then was quite wrong ; that even if there had been one, men and women would not have been required to go to their native place ; and that Quirinius, in whose name the census was ordered, was governor ten years later than the date given by Luke.42 Luke had made a bundle of blunders : and theological critics were more severe on Luke than secular historians. Even so, the idea that a periodical census could have taken place in the East without any evidence surviving except in this one passage in Luke appeared ridiculous.

The position today has changed entirely. It has been established that a system of fourteen yearly enrolments was instituted by Augustus which followed the very method suggested by Luke, and the first of these census periods occurred at the time Luke states.43 The infallible critics who scoffed at Luke have been proved to be wrong, and the historical veracity

41 Matt, i ;   Luke I.

1 e.g.,   The Expositor's Greek  Test, on Luke 2:1.

A. T. robertson :

of Luke on every point has been vindicated. Yet Dr. Barnes rehashes the old critical objections, disregarding the evidence that has shown them to be quite wrong.

critics cancel one another out

So accurate has Luke been shown to be in his historical references that Ramsay points out that the German critic. Wilchen, has used the accuracy of Luke as proof that the story of the birth of Jesus is legendary. Wilchen declares that Luke knew of the law and practice of that period and used them to give an appearance of accuracy to the story of the virgin birth.44 But even the critic of Luke cannot have it both ways. If we must reject Luke's narrative because it is inaccurate in his historical references, we cannot then be called upon to reject the story of Christ's birth, when his accuracy in details that can be checked is established beyond doubt.

The Bishop revives the idea that the belief in the virgin birth arose from a mistranslation in the Greek version of Isa. 7:14. But here the critics cancel each other out. Schmiedel in Encyclopaedia Biblica declares that Isa. 7:14 could not possibly have shaped the birth story and the origin of the belief must be sought in Gentile sources, and it was when the belief had been shaped that Isa. 7:14 was used to buttress it.

The four gospels, in many declarations of Jesus and in many more allusions, indicate that he was the Son of God. The birth narratives make explicit what is implicit throughout the rest of the gospels. The idea is interwoven into the texture of the whole record of his life, in his sayings and in his acts.

groping in darkness

The Bishop's closing page speaks vaguely of the Sonship of Jesus : " His followers are led to claim for Jesus the Christ a supremacy that time cannot end. Because his spirit does not die they worship him as Son of God ". He asks: "What was the quality of that Sonship? Had it a perfection given to none other ? . . . The answers each man must give for himself. . . as he gropes for truth."

By denying the historical accuracy of the New Testament records the Bishop has enshrouded the subject with darkness

and uncertainty, and men then can only grope. Accept the history, and the light of truth breaks on our way. That the rise of Christianity is rooted in divine activity for men's salvation we have shown. The rapid progress of Christianity at the end of the first century can only be explained by the narrative in Acts. This shows us that the resurrection of Jesus alone is adequate to explain the development of the Christian movement. The resurrection of Christ finds an adequate reason in the sinlessness of Jesus, and this in turn can only be explained by the fact that Jesus was the Son of God.

*4 Bearing of Modern Discovery, p. 373.

• An astonishing amount of evidence of various kinds has come to light during the present century which shows the New Testament documents are reliable. But behind this outward evidence the story unfolded has inherent marks of truth ; its invention by man is incredible. Here is the supreme explana​tion of the rise of Christianity, and, as we learn the message of salvation at its source, we find it reasonable and satisfying.

john carter.

8 Ibid., p. 174. 10 Ibid., p. 67.





43 See ramsay :  Was Christ Born at Bethlehem f Luke the Historian in the Light of Research.








