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4.19 

Did Jesus Exist? 

The great majority of Jesus historians have one thing in common: 

they believe that there actually was a historical person behind all the 

stories and teachings attributed to Jesus of Nazareth in the Bible 

(and other documents). Even if they question the accuracy of some 

(or most) of those accounts, even if they believe the historical reality 

of Jesus to have been quite different than what Christian faith would 

make of him, they at least believe that there was a historical reality. 

Not everyone believes this. Around the edges of historical Jesus 

scholarship there have always been a few individuals who question 

the basic premise that Jesus existed1 and that position continues to 

have its advocates today.2 These people are not taken very seriously 

within the guild of historians; their work is usually dismissed as 

pseudo-scholarship that is dependent upon elaborate conspiracy 

theories and rather obviously motivated by anti-Christian polemic.3 

Indeed, many of the people who espouse the “Jesus never existed” 

thesis (e.g., on various websites) are not scholars in the traditional 

sense; they are self-taught amateurs who sometimes seem unaware 

of any critical, academic approach to evaluating the historicity of 

Jesus traditions. They often seem to assume that the only alternative 

to denying the historical existence of Jesus would be to accept 

everything the Bible reports about him as straightforward historical 

fact.4 But “many” is not all—there have been scholars who have 
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questioned the historical existence of Jesus in ways that merit some 

mention in a review of historical Jesus scholarship. 

The first major representative of this view to gain a hearing among 

biblical scholars was Bruno Bauer, a respected New Testament 

scholar of the nineteenth century.5 Bauer began his work with critical 

examination of the Gospels and became convinced that they were all 

written by individuals intent on promoting particular theological 

agendas (as opposed to simply reporting facts). Eventually, he 

decided that the author of Mark’s Gospel had created much of the 

story of Jesus and that the other authors had simply adapted his 

work (a position not too dissimilar from that of Burton Mack). But, 

then, in his later years, he moved into a realm of conjecture that, 

according to Albert Schweitzer, no longer evinced “any pretense of 

following a historical method.”6 He decided that the religion of 

Christianity had been invented by Seneca, Nero’s tutor, who drew 

upon Philo of Alexandria. The letters of Paul were all forgeries, 

produced in the second century and backdated to give the 

impression that the Christian faith had originated earlier and that it 

had connections to Palestine. In fact, the Christian religion was a 

purely pagan faith, created in Rome, and Jesus was simply a 

mythical figure to whom philosophical ideas and remarkable events 

were attributed to connect the new faith with Judaism and give it a 

semblance of ancestry. 
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In 1910 a German philosophy professor named Arthur Drews 

published an influential book that presented a different version of 

what has come to be called “the Jesus myth theory” (i.e., the theory 

that Jesus did not exist as a historical person).7 Drews suggested 

that the Christian religion was based on Persian mythology and that 

the figure of Jesus was based on an Ephraimite solar deity. Unlike 

most proponents of the Jesus myth theory, however, Drews did not 

want to attack Christianity but wanted to rehabilitate it. He claimed it 

was Christ as an idea, not as a historical person, that held vitality for 

modern humanity—a new Christian reformation would involve faith in 

the idea embodied by the mythical figure of Christ rather than faith 

dependent upon historical claims about a person who never actually 

existed. Some of Drews’ ideas have been taken up in the modern 

era by Earl Doherty, who claims that Christians originally envisioned 

Jesus as a heavenly figure who appeared to them through visions 

and who suffered a sacrificial death in the heavenly realm in a 

manner modeled on the death of Purusha in the Rig Veda (a 

Sanskrit collection of hymns sacred to Hinduism).8 

Peter Jensen, a German Assyriologist, also sought the origin of 

Christianity in myth rather than history, but he espoused the 

distinctive thesis that the Jesus story was a retelling of the 

Babylonian Gilgamesh epic and that Christians, in effect, worship a 

Babylonian deity.9 Notably, Jensen did not think it necessary to deny 

the existence of a historical Jew named Jesus entirely—he merely 

argued that everything we possess concerning such a person has 
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been so thoroughly transformed that nothing can be known of the 

man behind the myth. Such a position exemplifies a slight variation 

on the dominant Jesus myth theory. The usual claim is “Jesus did 

not exist”; the alternative version says, “Even if Jesus did exist, 

nothing historical can be affirmed regarding him.”  

Those who hold to this latter, softer version of the thesis do not feel 

compelled to dismiss every possible reference to Jesus in all first-

century writings; they grant that there could be some vague 

recollection that, for some unknown reason, a man named Jesus 

became the catalyst for the mythological speculation and/or visionary 

experiences out of which Christian religion evolved.  

In the modern era, G. A. Wells, who prominently denied the 

existence of Jesus for many years, softened his thesis in later 

writings: he decided that the Q source probably did exist and that 

this fact alone indicates there probably was a historical man named 

Jesus who said things it would have contained—but the bottom line 

remains that historians can know next to nothing about this person.10 

The most articulate modern proponent of the Jesus myth theory is 

Robert M. Price, a respected biblical scholar with two doctorates 

from Drew University.11 He maintains that, in his critical work as a 

mainstream scholar, he was surprised to discover how difficult it was 

to poke holes in what he had once regarded as “extreme, even 

crackpot, theories.”12 And, once convinced that those theories 

(denying the existence of Jesus) were probably correct, he felt no 
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need to abandon his faith: “I rejoice to take the Eucharist every week 

and to sing the great hymns of the faith. For me, the Christ of faith 

has all the more importance since I think it most probable that there 

was never any other.”13 He bases this conclusion on a number of 

considerations, including: (a) the absence of historical analogy for 

much of what is claimed regarding Jesus; (b) the lack of attention to 

Jesus in secular sources; (c) the lack of clear historical references to 

Jesus in the New Testament epistles;14 (d) the fact that everything in 

the Gospels can be read as serving the interests of the developing 

Christian church;15 and, (e) the strong possibility that many stories of 

Jesus in the Gospels were developed as midrash on Old Testament 

passages and/or as Christianized versions of myths current in 

various Middle Eastern religions.16 

In sum, the Jesus myth theory has taken somewhat different forms17 

and has been expressed in various ways and in service of different 

ends. Most advocates, however, deny that there are any early 

references to Jesus outside of the Gospels. The references in 

Roman writings are dismissed as Christian interpolations. 

References in the writings of Paul are also viewed as later 

interpolations or construed in such a way that Paul is talking about 

Jesus as only a concept or as a mythical or literary figure rather than 

a historical one. Thus the concept of Jesus as an actual historical 

person can be attributed to a single Gospel author (usually the 

author of Mark’s Gospel) from whom the others copied, and various 

motives for the innovation of presenting Jesus as an actual historical 
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person may be proposed: a devious motive may allege that the 

Gospel author had something to gain by deceiving people into 

believing historical falsehood; a more benign motive might suggest 

the author simply misunderstood an allegory or mythical tale and, so, 

innocently transformed fiction into biography; or that the Gospel 

writer/s intended his/their work to be read as allegory or myth but 

that it was misinterpreted as biography by later readers. 

As indicated, the Jesus myth theory is not taken seriously by most 

historical scholars. Robert Price has gained something of a hearing 

because he presents his argument in a knowledgeable and nuanced 

manner, but historians have not found the argument persuasive.18 

Dunn notes the intrinsic “improbability of the total invention of a 

figure who had purportedly lived within the generation of the 

inventers”19 and Bock wonders why there would have been no 

challenge to Christianity from Jewish opponents if the actual 

existence of Jesus was a matter open to debate.20 Crossan thinks 

that the earliest layers of the Jesus tradition often present a figure 

very different from the apocalyptic image central to Christian religion: 

if Christians had invented a historical figure for their faith, they would 

not have come up with two such divergent versions of that figure. 

Johnson points out that Old Testament texts offer no precedent for 

the New Testament’s specific and nearly unanimous presentation of 

Jesus as a suffering and dying Messiah,21 and Crossan indicates 

that pagan mythology provides no parallel for the resurrection of a 

hero that was not considered to be unique but instead the first fruit of 
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an imminent general resurrection.22 Further, most historical scholars 

(Christian or not) find the attempt to explain away all apparent 

references to Jesus in Roman writings, much less New Testament 

epistles, to be an unconvincing tour de force that lapses into special 

pleading.23 

Adapted from Mark Allan Powell, Jesus as a Figure in History: How Modern 

Historians View the Man from Galilee. 2nd ed. Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 

2013), 251–54.  
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