
the actual person, said and did many things that are unknown to us. They also 
allow that he may have said and done things reported in the New Testament that 
cannot be regarded as historical, simply because there is insufficient evidence 
to verify or confirm what is reported there. Historical science is skeptical by 
nature. For example, historians usually are unwilling to accept allegations that 
people performed miracles or other supernatural feats that defy known laws 
of science. They do not necessarily deny that such things occurred, but they 
usually maintain that such claims cannot be confirmed in ways that allow them 
to be regarded as historical facts. They are not matters that can be verified on 
the basis of what counts as historical evidence.

Historians are also cautious about accepting unsubstantiated reports from 
authors who are reporting things that they would have wanted to be true 
or that would have helped to promote their particular cause. Thus, from a 
historian’s perspective, the New Testament documents must be classified as 
“religious propaganda”; they were written for the express purpose of promot-
ing the Christian faith and persuading people to believe certain things about 
Jesus. For example, the Gospels of Matthew and Luke report that Jesus (who 
usually was said to be from Nazareth) was actually born in Bethlehem. But 
this is something that Christians would have wanted people to believe about 
Jesus; a birth in Bethlehem would help to boost his credentials as the Jew-
ish Messiah, who was expected to be born there (see Matt. 2:4–6; cf. Mic. 
5:2). Accordingly, historians are cautious about accepting such a report as 
historical fact.

This skeptical use of the New Testament is a far cry from the theological ap-
preciation accorded to the writings by people who believe that they are inspired 
Scripture. Still, students should not assume that “historical Jesus scholars” 
are necessarily irreligious. Many may be devout Christians who are simply 
committed to honesty with regard to the practice of their discipline (historical 

Box 4.3

A Historian’s Biography of Jesus: An Excerpt
He comes as yet unknown into a hamlet of Lower Galilee. He is watched by the cold, hard eyes of 

peasants living long enough at subsistence level to know exactly where the line is drawn between 

poverty and destitution. He looks like a beggar, yet his eyes lack the proper cringe, his voice the proper 

whine, his walk the proper shuffle. He speaks about the rule of God, and they listen as much from curios-

ity as anything else. They know all about rule and power, about kingdom and empire, but they know it 

in terms of tax and debt, malnutrition and sickness, agrarian oppression and demonic possession. What, 

they really want to know, can this kingdom of God do for a lame child, a blind parent, a demented soul 

screaming its tortured isolation among the graves that mark the edges of the village? Jesus walks with 

them to the tombs, and, in the silence after the exorcism, the villagers listen once more, but now with 

curiosity giving way to cupidity, fear, and embarrassment. He is invited, as honor demands, to the home 

of the village leader. He goes, instead, to stay in the home of a dispossessed woman. Not quite proper, 

to be sure, but it would be unwise to censure an exorcist, to criticize a magician.

John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1991), xi.
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