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Matthew Ferguson helps prove the Gospels

I maintain that one of the best reasons to read radical skeptics like Richard Carrier, or even mainstream
skeptics like Bart Ehrman, Elaine Pagels or the Jesus Seminar, is for the service they provide in trying,
with increasing desperation and unreason, to locate some parallel, any parallel, to the life, teachings, and
person of Jesus, as manifest in the gospels.  If Jesus were "just a normal Messiah," or fiction, as they
maintain, this ought to be easy.  So why, then, do they wind up tossing out such ridiculous "parallels" as
Apollonius of Tyana, or Honi the Circle Drawer, or the Iliad, or even Buddha?  "Hah!  Pearl of Great Price? 
Why, that's just a common bauble, anyone can buy a dozen at K-Mart!  See this here plastic banana!  Or
this hunk of quartz from the back yard!"  

If even the best-educated and most relentless skeptics, scouring the ancient world for parallels to the
gospels, can't find anything more like a genuine gospel than, say, the "Gospel of Thomas," the "Life of
Hercules," "Golden Ass," "Life of Tobit," or Apollonius, that old standby, then to put it crudely, skepticism is
screwed.  Skeptics should think about making their peace with God, and becoming Christians, frankly. 

This is the theme of two of my books so far, a chapter in Faith Seeking Understanding, and several posts
here.  

But the search goes on, growing in desperation. 

Recently, someone asked my opinion about a post by a young Classics scholar named Matthew
Ferguson, which claimed that the gospels are a lot like several kinds ancient fiction.  I'll post much of his
original comments here, offer my initial, brief response to that post and then his uncharitable, haughty, and
multiply fallacious reply.  Then I'll explain in more detail why his argument not only fails, and fails badly, but
further goes to show that skeptics are doing apologists a great favor, by their desperate attempts to find
some parallel, any parallel, to Jesus in the gospels.  

See the link above for the full, long original article.  Ferguson's original point, that the gospels are not
"ancient historical writing," is not of great importance, since no one claims that they are.  The usual
comparison, rather, is to ancient Greek biography.  What are more interesting to me are the fictional
parallels Ferguson claims to find to the gospel.  So I will abbreviate some of his original arguments.  

Ferguson mentions Sesame Street in his opening argument.  After reading the exchange, one may feel
that this citation may be the most telling.  Ferguson becomes rather nasty in his response to me, and may
not post my reply: that will constitute Part IV of this post.  

I.  Ferguson: "Ancient Historical Writing Compared to the Gospels of the NT"
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"As someone who studies ancient historical writing in the original Greek and Latin languages, it is clear to
me that the Gospels are not historical writing. These texts instead read like ancient prose novels . . .
the Gospels all fall short from the criteria that can be used to categorize a piece of historical prose. 

"So what are these criteria? The ways in which the Gospels diverge from and fall short of the historical
writing of their time are perhaps too numerous to exhaustively treat here, but I will discuss TEN relevant
areas of distinction that are helpful for understanding how historical writing is different.

1. Discussion of Methodology and Sources

"Ancient historical works at their beginning (or somewhere else within the body of the narrative) are often
prefaced with statements from the author about the period they will be investigating, the methodology they
will be using, and the types of sources they will be discussing [2]. None of the Gospels, with the exception
of a very brief statement at the beginning of Luke, even come close to following this convention . . . 

2. Internally Addressed and Analyzed Contradictions among Traditions

"Suetonius acknowledges that there is a contradiction, but as a historical author he instead engages in a
rigorous analysis of the various forms of evidence, ranging from the works of previous historians, to
inscriptions, to personal letters, to public records, in order to get to the bottom of the discrepancy. He
discusses his sources and methods to give context to the conclusions that he has reached.

"Notice that this problem is addressed consciously within a narrative, rather than between narratives by two
authors who give their own versions of events without any discussion of sources or method . . . The ways
in which historical sources treat contradictions between traditions is very different from that of the Gospels,
and we can see clear methodology in the former category and religiously motivated forms of narration in
the latter."

3. Authorial Presence in the Narrative 

"Notice in the two examples above that both Dionysius and Suetonius have active roles in the narrative as
historians who are interjecting to discuss their sources and relation to events. We learn details of how
Dionysius traveled to Rome and learned Latin, and how Suetonius was acquainted with Augustus’ own
letters. The Gospel authors are silent about their identities and give context about their relation neither to
their sources nor to the events they contain. The Gospel narratives instead just read like novels, told
from a camera-like perspective, that omnisciently follow around the characters with minimal
methodological analysis . . . "

4. Education Level of the Audience

"In order to fully evaluate and appreciate historical writing, one had to be educated, literate, trained in
oratory, and skilled at critical thinking.  Authors writing to such an audience had to demonstrate their
research ability, credentials, and methodology.  As scholar Pheme Perkins (Oxford Annotated Bible, pg.
1743) explains, “Greco-Roman biographies were addressed to a social and literary elite, which may
explain why the Gospels, addressed to a much broader audience, do not match them very closely.”

"The Gospels, in contrast, are written for a far less educated and critical audience.  Far from the refined
prose of Greek historical writing, the Gospels are written in the rudimentary Koine dialect.  For anyone who
reads ancient Greek, the quality between a historian like Thucydides versus the authors of the Gospels is
on par with comparing Shakespeare to Sesame Street (okay, maybe not that extreme, but you get the
point).  Historical writing was simply far more complex and analytical, whereas the Gospels read as basic
stories that were taught to encourage the faith of people who probably already believed and trusted in
Christianity."

5. Hagiography versus Biography
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"Rather than read as the unmitigated praise of a saint who can do no wrong, ancient historical works and
historical biographies were far more critical of their subjects, whom they analyzed less one-dimensionally
and more as complete persons. Even for a popular and well-liked emperor like Augustus, his biographer
Suetonius in his Life of Augustus still did not hold back from describing Augustus’ acts of adultery (69) and
lavish behavior (70). Good historians are concerned with telling the past as it really is rather than just
heaping praise upon individuals as propaganda."

"The Gospels, in contrast, are not historical biographies but hagiographies written in
unquestioning praise of their messianic subject. . . 

6. Signposts about Authorial Speculation

"Even when they dutifully followed the sources available, ancient historians frequently did not know the
exact words spoken by individuals in famous speeches or the exact order in which things had taken place
in past events. In order to provide elegant rhetorical prose, however, creative liberties had to be taken on
the part of the author to retell these dialogues as they plausibly could have taken place. This does not entail
direct lying on the part of the author, since the speeches were written to represent plausible versions of the
original and historians would often signal that the words were approximate. The historian Thucydides, for
examples, prefaces in his History of the Peloponnesian War (1.22):

“That particular persons have spoken when they were about to enter into the war or when they
were in it were hard for me to remember exactly, whether they were speeches which I have
heard myself or have received at the second hand. But as any man seemed to me that knew
what was nearest to the sum of the truth of all that had been uttered to speak most agreeably
to the matter still in hand, so I have made it spoken here. But of the acts themselves done in
the war, I thought not fit to write all that I heard from all authors nor such as I myself did but
think to be true, but only those whereat I was myself present and those of which with all
diligence I had made particular inquiry. And yet even of those things it was hard to know the
certainty, because such as were present at every action spake not all after the same manner,
but as they were affected to the parts or as they could remember.”

"We have no such honesty and signposts in the Gospels. The Gospels are not even written in the same
Aramaic that Jesus spoke. The authors of Matthew and Luke may have had the diligence to copy certain
saying from an earlier Q source, if it even existed, which is contested among scholars [4], but even then
they do not signal that they are obtaining this material from a source nor do they specify how this source
would be trustworthy. John is the least reliable of the Gospels, in which Jesus gives whole speeches in a
prose style that is very different from the short, formulaic sayings and parables of Jesus in the Synoptic
Gospels. In short, the author of John probably made up a lot of Jesus’ sayings and yet did not signpost his
speculation in the same way that a historian like Thucydides did."

7. Independence versus Interdependence

"One thing that amazes me as a Classicist is just how interdependent the Gospels are upon each other.
Matthew borrows from much as 80% of Mark’s material, and Luke borrows from 65% of the material of the
earliest gospel. While John does not follow the ipsissima verba of the Synoptics, the author is still aware of
the same basic skeleton and is probably familiar with the earlier gospels (as shown by scholar Louis
Ruprecht in This Tragic Gospel). In fact, I do not know of any other texts from antiquity that are more
interdependent than the canonical Gospels. This is very bad for historical reliability, since independent
attestation can be very helpful for verifying historical claims, and yet the Gospels all fail this criterion
miserably.

"The same is not true for ancient historical works. Consider just the four most extensive sources that we
have for the life of the emperor Tiberius: Paterculus, Tacitus, Suetonius, and Cassius Dio. All four authors
obtain their material from a broad range of sources rather than simply copy from each other, they write in a
far more diverse range of styles, and yet they independently corroborate each other’s claims. Paterculus is
an eyewitness historian writing a brief universal history of the known world, which concludes with Tiberius’
military campaigns (which he took part in). Tacitus is writing a year-by-year annalistic history of the Julio-
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Claudian period, but rather than just copy Paterculus for Tiberius, he instead draws from a whole array of
authors who wrote during the Julio-Claudian period, as well as public records and other sources.
Suetonius, who is writing almost at the same time as Tacitus, does not produce a carbon copy of his
Annals (if he even used the text at all), but instead writes a historical biography, not in chronological order,
that is very different from the earlier sources in its style, and yet independently corroborates the claims of
the earlier authors. Dio, who is writing a full history of Rome from its founding in Greek prose, a different
language than the earlier Latin sources, has only one part of his massive history dealing with Tiberius. Dio
probably used Tacitus, but also many other earlier sources, and writes his own unique narrative that is still
consistent with the other independent sources.

"For the life of Tiberius we have a wide array of independent sources corroborating each other, whereas
for Jesus we have sources that are all copying and redacting one another, not providing independent
information or research, but repeating and adding to growing legends."

8. Miracles at the Fringe versus the Core of the Narrative 

"Simply because ancient historical authors conducted more rigorous research does not entail that they
were skeptical of the supernatural. Unbelievable stories still crop up in the writings of Greek and Latin
historians, ranging from Herodotus (8.36-41) claiming that, when the Persians attacked Delphi, its
armaments came alive of their own accord and defended the temple (just like in the seventh Harry Potter
movie!), to Josephus (BJ 6.5.3) claiming that a cow gave birth to a lamb as an impending sign of
Jerusalem’s destruction, to Suetonius claiming (Gal. 1.1) that a single lightning bolt had, before Nero’s
death, struck the Temple of the Caesars and simultaneously decapitated all of the emperors’ statues, even
dashing the scepter from the hand of Augustus’ statue (that is one heck of a lightning bolt!). Of course, I do
not believe such stories and their placement in these narratives does make me less trustful of their
authors. But fortunately, for ancient historical authors, these ridiculous tall tales are usually at the fringe
rather than the core of the narrative.

"The Gospels, in contrast, simply narrate unbelievable claim after unbelievable claim about a guy who can
feed whole crowds with one tuna sandwich, cause dead saints to rise from their graves, himself resurrect
from the dead, and then fly into space in broad daylight. These unbelievable tall tales make up the bulk of
the narrative. As philosopher Stephen Law points out, following the principle of contamination, the
frequency of these unbelievable stories cast doubt on even the mundane details in the narrative. It is not as
if their genre is relatively historical, but merely peppered with a few miracles here and there. Rather, the
Gospels are entirely fantastical and legendary. The Gospels are so contaminated by unbelievable claims
that they should be treated as untrustworthy until there is good reason for believing specific details.

"Another thing that should be noted is that, while ancient historians occasionally report miracles, they often
use specific grammatical constructions that distance themselves from affirming the stories and make
clear that they are only reporting the claims . . . "

9. Important Characters and Events Do Not Disappear from the Narrative

" . . . in the Gospels earth-shaking events take place that then receive no followup and strangely disappear
once they have played their symbolic role in the narrative. Take the Gospel of Matthew, for example. Jesus’
death (27:52-53) causes an earthquake that opens the tombs of saints, from which dead people resurrect
and then appear throughout Jerusalem. This is an extraordinary event, indeed, and yet there is no followup
in the Gospels or Acts of how the city was affected by this. Then, Pontius Pilate is so worried that Jesus’
tomb will be found empty, lest people believe a miracle had occurred (as if all of the saints’ resurrections
weren’t convincing enough), that he has guards stationed at the tomb. When the guards are foiled,
however, and Jesus’ body is found missing, the Jewish authorities claim (28:11-15) that the disciples stole
the body. 

Grave robbery was a capital offense in ancient Judea, and yet, there is no followup prosecution of the
disciples for this charge, even when they are brought to court on other issues. Furthermore, what
happened to Joseph of Arimathea? His tomb was the one that was supposed to remain occupied, and yet,
when it is found empty, he is not even questioned on the matter. Pilate had gone to great lengths to ensure
that Jesus’ body did not go missing, and yet, when Jesus is claimed to have risen, he does not even
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undergo an investigation into the circumstances.

" . . . Actual historical writing is not so abrupt, and reasonable consequences occur after events that are
important to the sequence of the narrative."

10. Even Good Historical Texts Should Not Always Be Trusted

"A final point, which is not so much a criterion of distinction, but rather a reason why even the lack of these
difference would still not save the Gospels, is that not even the real historical works we have from antiquity
should be taken at face value. Their authors still have their biases, they still speculate over past events,
they had limited evidence afforded to them, and they still report a number of unbelievable claims . . . 

"I certainly do not trust miracle claims, simply because a historical text records them. Many ancient
historians report miracles that are far better attested and independently corroborated than those in the
Gospels. The historians Tacitus (Ann. 6.20), Suetonius (Gal. 4), and Cassius Dio (64.1) all independently
corroborate that the emperor Tiberius used his knowledge of astrology to predict the future emperor
Galba’s reign. These same historians likewise independently corroborate that Vespasian could
miraculously cure the blind and crippled (Tacitus Ann. 4.81; Suetonius Vesp. 7.2; Dio 65.8). As I explained
above, Tacitus, Suetonius, and Dio are not simply copying each other, whereas the Gospels are heavily
dependent upon each other for information. This does not entail that the Pagan miracles are true, but it
does show that they were not invented by the historians and most likely derive from an earlier common
source (I think that most of these stories go back to roughly contemporary claims about miracles when
Galba and Vespasian became emperors, which I elaborate on further in my paper “The Propaganda of
Accession of the Roman Emperor Galba”). In contrast, since the Gospels copy from each other, many of
their miracles can very easily have no earlier source, and when one earlier gospel author invented a
miracle, a later gospel could merely pass it along in telephone."

Conclusion:

"Ancient historical texts are some of my favorite works from antiquity for their sophisticated writing style,
elaborate research, and intellectual rigor in investigating past events. I cannot say the same for the
Gospels, although I do think they provide interesting symbolism and allegories as novels, and are
also complex works of religious scripture. After analyzing the Gospels under the historiographical criteria
that I discuss above, however, they must be placed in a different literary genre from the actual historical
works of antiquity."

II.  My Initial Response

Back history: W. R. Miller asked me, on Facebook, if I had read Ferguson's article, and had a response
to it. 

I had not read the article.  Ferguson and I had, however, had a run-in once before, here on Christ the Tao,
in which I made an admittedly stupid mistake.  A supporter of Richard Carrier who calls himself Celsus,
who showed an interest in early Christian writings, had challenged my comments, and I had responded. 
But in the process of trying to find out who this "Celsus" was, I searched on-line, and found Ferguson's web
site, in which he also called himself "Celsus," supported Richard Carrier, and showed a lively critical
interest in the Early Christians. Conflating the two, I criticized Matthew Ferguson here, for remarks the
other Celsus (is his name Bob?) had made instead. (I had driven some 900 miles that day, and was tired,
if that's any excuse.)

I profusely apologized for my error.  Later, when he asked his on-line community for help with medical bills,
as a gesture of peace, and to help the young man, I offered to contribute.  That is the background to his
comments, and my response, below.  

Being busy with teaching and other projects when Miller contacted me, I did not respond at much length. 
This also did not seem necessary, since I was mainly challenging Ferguson's tacit assumption, that

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0078%3Abook%3D6%3Achapter%3D20
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Tac.+Hist.+4.81&fromdoc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0078
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Cassius_Dio/63*.html
http://christthetao.blogspot.com/2013/08/matthew-ferguson-celsus-on-marshall.html
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0132%3Alife%3Dgal.%3Achapter%3D4
https://www.academia.edu/7411126/The_Propoganda_of_Accession_of_the_Roman_Emperor_Galba
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Suet.+Ves.+7.2&fromdoc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0132
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Cassius_Dio/65*.html
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"history" and "fiction" are the main two alternatives when it comes to the gospels.  But given Ferguson's
rude and petulant response, I will analyze his original argument in more detail, in Part IV, below.

A. Hi, Matthew. Someone linked to your post here and asked for my comment. 

Nice try, but I think your argument is fairly superficial and not very relevant. The reigning view right now
seems to be that the gospels are not history per se, but Greek biography. The case for that was made, I
think pretty effectively, by Richard Burridge. (Though including Apollonius of Tyana in his analysis is a bit of
a red herring — see my recent article in Equipped.) 

And the comment “pure hagiography” suggests to me that you have not yet really read the gospels in a
serious way, however many times you have leafed through the texts. That is what M. Scott Peck was
expecting, when he was rudely shocked by the actual nature of the gospels. C. S. Lewis also remarks that
“I have been reading . . . . hagiography . . . all my life . . . not one of them is like this.” (The ellipse are for the
other forms of fiction that also do not at all resemble the gospels.)

You also describe the gospels as “novels.” This is complete and utter nonsense. I have just finished
reading all the extant Greek novels, and comparing them, not on ten somewhat superficial qualities, but on
26 really important and historically-relevant qualities. Anyone who reads the gospels and thinks it’s one of
those, is, frankly, as blind as a bat. Details to follow.

It is clear you do not as yet have any clue, what you are dealing with in the gospels. You’re still young,
though: keep on trucking, toss Carrier in the bin as someone else suggested, and you might just have a
satori experience, by and by, and see what is standing in front of you, as Lewis put it, like an elephant a
few yards away, in broad daylight.

B.  My original analysis of 50 characteristics that the gospels share with one another, but with no work of
fiction I could locate, constitutes the middle third of Why the Jesus Seminar can’t find Jesus. The wider
analysis will probably be available early next year. 

My critique of the Apollonius of Tyana analogy is here: 

http://www.christianapologeticsalliance.com/2015/06/27/equipped-vol-1-no-4-evidence-for-the-
reliability-of-the-bible/

But maybe I should ask you, before I finish my book: which hagiography, and which Greek novel,
do YOU think especially resemble the gospels?  I’ve gotten Richard’s opinion: it did not survive
much reading, to put it mildly.

III.  Ferguson's Reply

Ah, David Marshall, 

The last time we spoke, you had written a whole polemic attacking me for some Amazon
book review drama that you were entangled with, without even realizing that the “Celsus”
on Amazon was not the same person as me. What was especially embarrassing, I recall,
was that I had even told you that I was not the same person on Amazon in a comment
weeks earlier. And yet you didn’t listen and still stuck your face in that fan anyways… 

That said, I also recall that you offered me a donation, back when I was getting treatment
for an esophageal ulcer a couple years back, as a way of making up for your poorly aimed
character assassination attempt. If you recall, I denied that donation, because I had a
feeling that you would return to post something polemical like this one day in the future. My
expectations have not been disappointed. 

You seem to have a tendency for temerarius decision-making and generally vapid
comments. This little bit of dismissal that you have posted here is no different. Despite the
fact that your tone and behavior clearly violates my comment policy, I will take time out of
my schedule to answer your complaints anyways. 

http://www.christianapologeticsalliance.com/2015/06/27/equipped-vol-1-no-4-evidence-for-the-reliability-of-the-bible/
https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/2013/07/14/new-pages-on-%CE%BA%CE%AD%CE%BB%CF%83%CE%BF%CF%82/comment-page-1/#comment-637
https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/comment-policy-2/
https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/2013/08/30/david-marshall-attacks-the-wrong-celsus/
https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/2013/08/31/help-support-k%CE%AD%CE%BB%CF%83%CE%BF%CF%82-with-hospital-expenses/
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“Nice try, but I think your argument is fairly superficial and not very relevant. The reigning
view right now seems to be that the gospels are not history per se, but Greek biography.
The case for that was made, I think pretty effectively, by Richard Burridge. (Though
including Apollonius of Tyana in his analysis is a bit of a red herring — see my recent
article in Equipped.)”

If you had taken the time to look elsewhere on my blog (though, you don’t even appear to
read my comments replying to you), you would have seen that I have also written a lengthy
essay discussing the genre of ancient biography and its relevance to the Gospels. In it, I
discuss not only Burridge, but also German scholar Dirk Frickenschmidt, as well as
Tomas Hägg’s scholarship on the genre of ancient biography:

https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/2014/07/08/are-the-gospels-ancient-
biographies-part-1-the-spectrum-of-ancient-%CE%B2%CE%AF%CE%BF%CE%B9/

You would also have learned from that essay that I am not even against the comparison to
the genre of ancient biography, but simply disagree that political biographers like Plutarch
and Suetonius are the best comparison. Instead, I explain how the Gospels share many
more features with the legendary biographies of Homer, Aesop, and Alexander. 

I also completed my MA thesis on Suetonius, the most important Latin biographer in
Classical antiquity, in case you don’t know. Do you really think that I haven’t thought about
these issues? You were mistaken about my identity before, David, and your present
comment seems to betray a lot of the same misunderstandings now. 

“And the comment “pure hagiography” suggests to me that you have not yet really read the
gospels in a serious way, however many times you have leafed through the texts. That is
what M. Scott Peck was expecting, when he was rudely shocked by the actual nature of the
gospels. C. S. Lewis also remarks that “I have been reading . . . . hagiography . . . all my
life . . . not one of them is like this.” (The ellipse are for the other forms of fiction that also do
not at all resemble the gospels.)”

Because (fairly outdated) English literature scholar C.S. Lewis is an expert on ancient
Greek literature…

David, not only have I read the Gospels in the original Greek, but I have also taken graduate
seminars with biblical scholars on the New Testament and Christian origins. I worked with
NT scholar Christine Thomas just this last quarter at UC Santa Barbara. I’ve also taught
multiple college lectures on the formation of the biblical canon, not only a couple years
back, when I was helping to teach a Christianity in antiquity course at the University of
Arizona, but also this last quarter in a fall of the Roman Empire class that I helped teach at
UC Irvine. 

Beyond that I have taught college courses on both Latin and Greek. I have also taken
Classics graduate seminars dealing with Classical authors, which have included: Virgil,
Ovid, Livy, Aristophanes, Cicero, Sallust, Herodotus, Seneca, Suetonius, Tacitus, Velleius
Paterculus, Lyric Poetry, Homer, Josephus, Petronius, Apuleius, Lucan … and so on and
so on… 

Here, you can take a look just at the reading list of the ancient authors that we PhD
students in Classics have to read in Greek and Latin merely for our graduate qualifying
exams (let alone our seminars and research):

http://www.hnet.uci.edu/classics/Tricampus/rlist.php

Perhaps that is merely “leafing through the text,” but I offer the humble suggestion that you
have merely leafed through a tidbit of my writings, not liked what you have seen when it
threatened your worldview, and then posted a vapid comment like this.

https://www.academia.edu/3630330/Thematic_Rings_and_Structure_in_Suetonius_De_Vita_Caesarum
http://www.hnet.uci.edu/classics/Tricampus/rlist.php
https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/2014/07/08/are-the-gospels-ancient-biographies-part-1-the-spectrum-of-ancient-%CE%B2%CE%AF%CE%BF%CE%B9/
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The reason I described the Gospels as hagiography is because they are far more praising
of their subject than the political biographies of Plutarch and Suetonius, among other
ancient biographers. Greco-Roman biographers would include many negative attributes
and behaviors of their subjects, whether it be Augustus’ sexual affairs or Alexander killing
his friend in a drunken stupor. You don’t find that kind of even-handed criticism in the
Gospels; they purely praise Jesus. That is very strikingly different from historical biography,
and matches more the genre of laudatory biography, as NT scholars like Pheme Perkins
have astutely pointed out.

“You also describe the gospels as “novels.” This is complete and utter nonsense. I have
just finished reading all the extant Greek novels, and comparing them, not on ten
somewhat superficial qualities, but on 26 really important and historically-relevant qualities.
Anyone who reads the gospels and thinks it’s one of those, is, frankly, as blind as a bat.
Details to follow.

You could have also read my recent review of Dennis MacDonald, in which I discuss how
the genre of the novel is not even incompatible with ancient biography (a highly fluid genre).
I learned from my research in ancient biography during my MA thesis that many Greco-
Roman biographers would mimic Homer, just as ancient novels would mimic Homer. Of
course, Richard Pervo, among other leading scholars on the genre of Acts and the
Gospels, would also probably disagree with your polemical rant above. 

Btw, it doesn’t matter if someone uses 10 or 26 criteria. Size doesn’t matter to me, David.
It’s quality of arguments that count, and you have responded to virtually none of my 10
points above. 

“It is clear you do not as yet have any clue, what you are dealing with in the gospels. You’re
still young, though: keep on trucking, toss Carrier in the bin as someone else suggested,
and you might just have a satori experience, by and by, and see what is standing in front of
you, as Lewis put it, like an elephant a few yards away, in broad daylight.” 

David, it is clear that you obviously have no idea what my work in Classics is about. I can
see that you are still sensitive about losing your debate with Carrier. I recall that Hector
Avalos described you as his “intellectual inferior” afterward. For anyone who is interested in
the debate (in which Carrier didn’t even have to use his full time limit to refute Marshall),
see here:

“My original analysis of 50 characteristics that the gospels share with one another, but with
no work of fiction I could locate, constitutes the middle third of Why the Jesus Seminar
can’t find Jesus. The wider analysis will probably be available early next year.

My critique of the Apollonius of Tyana analogy is here:

 
http://www.christianapologeticsalliance.com/2015/06/27/equipped-vol-1-no-4-evidence-for-
the-reliability-of-the-bible/

But maybe I should ask you, before I finish my book: which hagiography, and which Greek
novel, do YOU think especially resemble the gospels? I’ve gotten Richard’s opinion: it did
not survive much reading, to put it mildly.” 

Haha, you have written for the apologetics journal Equipped. That’s cute, David. Maybe take
your arguments to the SBL/AAR (which is actually discussing MacDonald’s comparison
with the genre of the novel this year), and I’ll take the time to read your drivel. 

As far as a good comparison goes, I think there are a number of valuable parallels between
the Certamen of Homer and Hesiod (a blend between novel and biography) and the
Gospels. Like the Gospels, the Certamen is not a fully original work, but operated as an
‘open text’ that was redacted through multiple stages of composition, just like how the

http://www.christianapologeticsalliance.com/2015/06/27/equipped-vol-1-no-4-evidence-for-the-reliability-of-the-bible/
https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/2015/03/25/sbl-pacific-coast-region-conference-2015-dennis-macdonald/
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Synoptic Gospels redact and adapt material from each other. Historical biographers like
Plutarch and Suetonius don’t write like that, btw. Then again, the Certamen also
acknowledges contradictory source material, which the Gospels don’t, which is actually a
way in which this legendary biography is still being more historically responsible. 

Frankly, David, I am not interested in having further conversation with you for the time
being. I’ve wasted enough time responding to you this afternoon. You responded to very
little of my points in this essay and merely got hung up on a few words, before appealing to
the authority of people like C.S. Lewis who aren’t even Classicists or NT scholars. 

I also have a bad history with you, since you have been polemical, snarky, and hasty in
dealing with me before. As such, I am going to put you in ‘time out’ before you are allowed
to respond again. I’ll let you respond in two weeks (on July 20th). Maybe you can actually
take the time to read some of my writings in that interval. Then again, I doubt that you will
even read this comment, given what your track record has been in actually reading my
replies to you before…

IV. How Ferguson Helps Prove the Gospels

This will come in three parts.  First, I'll respond to Ferguson's personal accusations.  Second, I'll
explain some of the additional problems with his original post, which I skipped over earlier.  (And
this will by no means be exhaustive, time still being limited -- in a later version, I'll cite ancient
literature more, but I don't have time to give all the appropriate citations right now.)  And third, I'll
show why Ferguson's critiques, while bankrupt and irrelevant as attacks, are somewhat helpful in
defending the gospels.  

A. Response to Ferguson's personal accusations

You're not exactly taking the high road here, Matthew, or demonstrating much maturity.  Yes, I
mistook two on-line critics of Christianity who both call themselves "Celsus."  I then sincerely
apologized.  You mentioned some pressing financial need, and I offered to help a bit, in part as
apology, in part because the need seemed genuine -- though I was not in good financial straights at
the time, myself.  

Rather than showing a little class when someone apologizes and offers help, now you actually turn
that offer around and accuse me of "trying to cover up" my error in some way.  

How?  Did I ask you not to mention my error again?  Where? 
To not just refuse an offer of help, but to slap it down then accuse the person offering of trying to
shut you up (give me a break!) is grossly uncharitable, at best, sleazy at worst.  

You accuse me of "polemic."  Baloney.  My criticism is substantive: the low polemic is your own.

The point of mentioning the Equipped article, of course, was to point you to a detailed criticism of
the Apollonius analogy, not to brag, as you pretend.  They asked for an article, and I gave them
one.  I see no reason to apologize for that.  But I would apologize for such childish antics as you
are now engaging in.  

I was responding, in response to another request, to THIS post.  Of course when asked to do so, I
didn't take the time to read all your other posts first.  Neither do I demand that of people who post
on my blog.  That's an unreasonable demand.  You made comparisons here that are bogus: I
respond to them here.  

Throwing your work experience around is no answer to my challenges.  Yes, Lewis was an expert
in ancient Greek and Latin literature, far above your or my pay grades, and a great expert on literary
genre, which you frankly show little aptitude for.  He bathed in Greek and Latin literature like a
dolphin bathes in the sea, for almost five decades.  He wrote a long and masterful volume on the
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history of English Literature, among other important contributions to literary history and analysis. 
So if we're going to do Appeals to Authority, as you offer throughout your piece, he is a substantive
figure, and your attempts to dismiss his observations are petulant and unreasonable.  

In fact, the gospels are full of realistic criticism of Jesus.  They come from Jesus' critics, true.  But
if you think there's a good parallel in genuine hagiography or novels, again, let me ask you: please
do point to such a parallel: I'd love to analyze it in depth.  As I wrote in Why the Jesus Seminar
can't find Jesus:

"Strong verbal attacks on Jesus are reported, sometimes without defense.  All four
gospels contain nit-picking, suspicion, entrapment, barbed comments, and angry
denunciations, directed by respectable citizens at Jesus.  He is accused of being a
commoner, a sinner, a 'Samaritan and a demon,' of breaking Jewish law, the Sabbath in
particular, not paying taxes, lack of education, blasphemy, insanity, and black magic."  (106)

This falsifies Point Five above, which claims that "The Gospels, in contrast, are not historical
biographies but hagiographies written in unquestioning praise of their messianic subject."   In fact,
as this shows (and anyone with eyes should not need to be told this), the praise of Jesus in the
gospels is "questioned" from within the gospels in a wide variety of realistic and credible ways.  (In
addition, you seem to have forgotten that your subject, and alleged expertise, lies in historiography,
not biography, which you bring in here.  
Lewis was right: is absurd to compare the gospels to ancient hagiographies.  All the sensible
reader needs to do to see this, is scan a few of them.  Read Acts of Peter's account of Peter and
the Talking Dog, or the flying contest over Rome, or Acts of John's account of how John ordered
the bedbugs to march out of his room ("I say unto you, Oh bugs, behave yourselves one and all,
and leave your abode for this night" then "Since ye have well behaved yourselves in hearkening to
my rebuke, come unto your place"), then marched them back in the next morning.

There are miracles in the gospels, but little such silliness.  (The zombie saints being the sole
apparent example, which is no doubt why you, like other skeptics, cite them so often.) 

To give just one example, in hagiographies as in some Greek novels, the hero sometimes refuses
to be taken down from the cross, or regards dying on the cross as nothing worth objecting to,
compared to his love for his girlfriend, or for God.  Jesus, by contrast, sweats drops of blood, and
prays that the Father remove the cup, but still dies. 

Sorry, Jesus didn't get drunk and kill any friends, or have affairs.  He was the Son of God.  But he is
nevertheless described not as the kind of too-cool-to-fret, super-spiritual hero one gets in Gnostic
"gospels," who barely even touches the Earth.  He sweats, he cries in anguish and frustration, he
seems to lose his temper, he hungers and gets thirsty, he tells his mother off, he gets angry with
disciples.  Again, I'm open to seeing a really good parallel in "hagiography" if you can provide one
(haven't found anything like such a parallel yet): I'm reading the genre right now, having finished the
Greek novels.  But you won't, because no such parallel exists.     

Carrier's fans are still on about our debate!  Yeah, Carrier did better than I, rhetorically.  It was my
first on-stage debate: I made some rookie mistakes, and time was short.  But he didn't touch my
positive claims.  And his claims about parallels to the gospels not only fail, but actually help show
why the gospels have been found credible by serious-minded readers from Augustine to Pascal to
M. Scott Peck and NT Wright:

http://christthetao.blogspot.com/2013/04/historicity-index-and-fingerprints-of.html

Carrier claimed the works he cited share "every characteristic:" I show that some of those works
share no more than three of 26 historically-relevant characteristics, let alone the full set of 50 that I
described in Why the Jesus Seminar can't find Jesus.  Yes, details do matter more than number. 
That's why I will show why your details, above, are largely wrong, even though I have already
explained that they are irrelevant. No one has done the same to my arguments. 

Avalos is angry because I made mincemeat of his claims in one of Loftus' books on Amazon.  He
then attacked me with gusto on Loftus' blog, but without so much as breathing a word of the

http://christthetao.blogspot.com/2013/04/historicity-index-and-fingerprints-of.html
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trouncing he received on Amazon -- which shows that he recognized it as such.  And it was all
nonsense, as I showed here  --- Avalos merely searched for some minor detail to focus on, one
out 20 of Emile Durkheim's sources, Durkheim being just one of many sources I cited on the
widespread prehistoric recognition of God.  He attacks a crow, and pretends he has defeated the
army it was following.  So if I am "intellectually inferior" to Carrier (but read our written debates, and
see if you can still say that with a straight face -- nor has he dared reply to my review of his
"masterwork" yet, so far as I know), what does that make Avalos? 

But in fact, I don't speak in such dismissive terms of either gentleman -- and yet you accuse ME of
polemic.  Both are intelligent men, just rather fanatical and badly mistaken.   

Then you end with this patronizing flourish:

"I also have a bad history with you, since you have been polemical, snarky, and hasty in
dealing with me before. As such, I am going to put you in ‘time out’ before you are allowed
to respond again. I’ll let you respond in two weeks (on July 20th). Maybe you can actually
take the time to read some of my writings in that interval. Then again, I doubt that you will
even read this comment, given what your track record has been in actually reading my
replies to you before…"

I confuse two on-line, hard-core Christ-skeptics both calling themselves "Celsus," what three years
ago? -- and apologize profusely for the mistake,even reaching out (in a small way) on a personal
level.  Rather than show yourself generous in spirit, you throw that old mistake in my face, toss a
flurry of insults at me, speak to me as if I were a child (I am older, better-credentialed, and have a
stronger publication history than you, in no way limited to on-line journals, as you seem to think),
and act as if trying to manfully defend your comments were just too much bother. 

You can censor my response if you like; I will post it elsewhere.  Add the courage of intellectual
conviction to the list of virtues you seem to be opting out on, here. 

But you complain that I didn't offer a more detailed critique of your claims above (since I saw them
as irrelevant, given that no one claim the gospels belong to the genre of history, rather of
biography).  All right, then, I'll analyze your irrelevant arguments right now.  

B. Problems with Ferguson's Analysis

So let's look more closely at the nine characteristics on which Ferguson compares the gospels
unfavorably to Greek historical works. Since no one claims the gospels are in fact meant to belong
to the genre of history as opposed to that of biography, we don't need to refute each and every one
of Ferguson's claims.  I will therefore concentrate on matters affecting historical truth, more than
genre. 

1. Discussion of Methodology and Sources

"Ancient historical works at their beginning (or somewhere else within the body of the narrative)
are often prefaced with statements from the author about the period they will be investigating,
the methodology they will be using, and the types of sources they will be discussing [2]. None of
the Gospels, with the exception of a very brief statement at the beginning of Luke, even come
close to following this convention . . . "

This is mostly true, though not very relevant.  Notice that Ferguson merely says historical works are "often"
prefaced with such statements.  Which is consistent with the possibility that they are usually not.  So the
point, even if it matters, is stated in too weak a form to support any important argument.  It is like saying,
"states in the United States often begin with the letter 'M.'  But with the exception Manitoba, no Canadian
province does."  So what?  The contrast thus evinced is imaginary, not real.  And even were it real, it would
not be significant.      

The gospels were written far closer to the time in which Jesus lived, than "many" historical works. 

http://christthetao.blogspot.com/2014/12/did-christianity-spread-by-sword.html
http://christthetao.blogspot.com/2013/05/avalos-attacks-tact-and-me-and-yes.html
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Furthermore, the Christian faith was persecuted and officially prescribed.  Works on much older historical
figures like Alexander the Great required long explanations about sources, and it was safe to give them. 
Richard Bauckham argues that the writers of the gospels also refer to their sources, though more
cautiously, as is understandable under the circumstances.  

2. Internally Addressed and Analyzed Contradictions among Traditions

"The ways in which historical sources treat contradictions between traditions is very different
from that of the Gospels, and we can see clear methodology in the former category and
religiously motivated forms of narration in the latter."

Actually, the authors of the gospels do not tell us how they judged between sources.  Given, again, that
they were "often" closer to the time when their subject lived than historians were, and wrote when many of
the first eyewitnesses were still around and in potential danger, again, this is neither a surprise nor need it
act as an impediment.  

What is the phrase, "religiously motivated forms of narrative" supposed to mean?  Are we supposed to
assume, for reasons unstated, that people who believe in God are less reliable than people who write to
justify their own choices (say, Josephus), their political stances, or just to entertain their readers?  Or even
that there is a "form" of narrative peculiar to "religious" writers?  (Whatever they may be?)  

This is, in short, an empty complaint.  

3. Authorial Presence in the Narrative 

"Notice in the two examples above that both Dionysius and Suetonius have active roles in the
narrative as historians who are interjecting to discuss their sources and relation to events. We
learn details of how Dionysius traveled to Rome and learned Latin, and how Suetonius was
acquainted with Augustus’ own letters. The Gospel authors are silent about their identities and
give context about their relation neither to their sources nor to the events they contain. The
Gospel narratives instead just read like novels, told from a camera-like perspective, that
omnisciently follow around the characters with minimal methodological analysis . . . "

Ironically, "active roles in the narrative" is also a good description of many ancient Greek novels.  They
often begin by telling how the author came by the information he is relating.  The author was visiting Sidon
on a layover, stopped to admire a painting, and a young man relates his painful story.  Seeing a beautiful
picture on Lesbos, the author "searched out" an interpreter, who told him what happened.  Golden Ass
also begins by explaining how the author met the young man who experienced the adventures related.  

Again, this would have been neither a necessary nor perhaps wise move for early Christians to make.  As
Bauckham shows, authorship was probably understood, and is largely implicit.  But the evangelists did not
need to follow the conventions of a genre different from their own, to be historically accurate.  As I have
argued, a closer parallel is to the Analects of Confucius, which also consists of sayings and deeds of a
great teacher, collected by disciples shortly after his death.  The differences, as I have shown in detail,
almost all tell for the gospels, against the Analects, even though that work is accepted as a largely true
account of Confucius' life and teachings.    

4. Education Level of the Audience

"In order to fully evaluate and appreciate historical writing, one had to be educated, literate,
trained in oratory, and skilled at critical thinking . . . As scholar Pheme Perkins (Oxford Annotated
Bible, pg. 1743) explains, “Greco-Roman biographies were addressed to a social and literary elite,
which may explain why the Gospels, addressed to a much broader audience, do not match them
very closely.”

"The Gospels, in contrast, are written for a far less educated and critical audience . . .  For anyone

http://books.google.com/books/about/The_New_Oxford_Annotated_Bible.html?id=MGS7QgAACAAJ
http://www.amazon.com/Jesus-Seminar-Grandma-Marshall-Could/dp/0970227825/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1436638090&sr=8-1-fkmr0&keywords=how+jesus+seminar+can%27t+find+jesus
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who reads ancient Greek, the quality between a historian like Thucydides versus the authors of
the Gospels is on par with comparing Shakespeare to Sesame Street (okay, maybe not that
extreme, but you get the point).  Historical writing was simply far more complex and analytical . . . "

No one who compares, say, Tacitus to Shakespeare, and the gospels to Sesame Street, even facetiously,
should speak in the same breath about being "skilled at critical thinking" or about the "literary elite." 
Frankly, such a commentr should be marked as a fool, and anything he subsequently says, be dismissed,
at least until he puts Sesame Street, and such childish thinking, aside for a sufficient period. 

By contrast, the National Review more credibly said that even Shakespeare was "shallow stuff" compared
to Jesus.  At a minimum, it is arrogant and silly to suppose that the words which so inspired Augustine,
Pascal, Tolstoy, Dickens, Chesterton and Lewis, are somehow beneath a beginning student of the
Classics.  

Yes, the gospels are written for both the elite (if they are humble) and for six-year old black girls from the
Deep South who are just learning to read, like Rudy Bridges.  (From whom the Pulitzer-Prize winning
Harvard psychologist Robert Coles learned so much, later calling his own career a "Return to the Sermon
on the Mount.")  That is, I think, one of the most amazing qualities of their transcendent genius.  But as
Jesus himself pointed out, those professing to be wise, often prove themselves fools.  

5. Hagiography versus Biography

I addressed this point above.  What is really startling, as M. Scott Peck noted, along with Lewis, is how
utterly the gospels fail to fit hagiographic literature.  I was reading some of that literature on flights from
China and Korea yesterday, and plan to share more of my findings in detailed form, subsequently. 

6. Signposts about Authorial Speculation

"Even when they dutifully followed the sources available, ancient historians frequently did not
know the exact words spoken by individuals in famous speeches or the exact order in which
things had taken place in past events. In order to provide elegant rhetorical prose, however,
creative liberties had to be taken on the part of the author to retell these dialogues as they
plausibly could have taken place. This does not entail direct lying on the part of the author, since
the speeches were written to represent plausible versions of the original and historians would
often signal that the words were approximate. . . . "

"We have no such honesty and signposts in the Gospels . . . the author of John probably made up
a lot of Jesus’ sayings and yet did not signpost his speculation in the same way that a historian
like Thucydides did."

Here is that weasel-word "often, "again.  Ferguson cites Thucydides' famous, and frequently-cited,
admission that he was guessing when it came to the speeches he cites.  But he does not cite any other
ancient historians on this.  I have not read all the ancient historians, but don't recall such comments from
others I have read.  Why are they not rebuked, then, along with the authors of the gospels?  

Jesus spoke the greatest words ever spoken.  He had disciples, who would have heard those words more
than once, and been duty-bound to remember their master's teachings.  The gospels were written shortly
after the events they record, arguably from accounts by people who were themselves present (Peter,
John).   All these are reasons to expect Jesus' words to have been remembered more exactly than those
of some little-lamented Greek politician or general.   

In this case, Ferguson does not even show that the alleged characteristic really does characterize
historical works.  And even if it were a genuine difference, it would do nothing to impugn the first accounts
of Jesus' life and teachings.  (The Analects of Confucius is again a good analogy.  No one accuses
Confucius' disciples of dishonesty, for trying to remember his words the best they could -- and Jesus'
words were generally far more memorable.)  
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7. Independence versus Interdependence

"One thing that amazes me as a Classicist is just how interdependent the Gospels are upon each
other. Matthew borrows from much as 80% of Mark’s material, and Luke borrows from 65% of the
material of the earliest gospel. While John does not follow the ipsissima verba of the Synoptics,
the author is still aware of the same basic skeleton and is probably familiar with the earlier
gospels (as shown by scholar Louis Ruprecht in This Tragic Gospel). In fact, I do not know of any
other texts from antiquity that are more interdependent than the canonical Gospels. This is very
bad for historical reliability, since independent attestation can be very helpful for verifying
historical claims, and yet the Gospels all fail this criterion miserably."

Yet another poor argument.  Mark is the shortest gospel, so even if you borrow most of it, that does not
mean there is not a great deal of independent material in your own.  As there is.  (Indeed, when skeptics
aren't complaining about agreements, they complain about disagreements between the gospels.  Damned
if you do, damned if you don't.)

What we really get, with the gospels, is agreement on pretty much all the main points, both teachings and
events, and differences on details.  That's also the pattern one finds among true, but imperfect, eyewitness
testimony, as skeptical prosecutor Vincent Burgliosi points out in his account of the Manson murders he
prosecuted, Helter Skelter.  

8. Miracles at the Fringe versus the Core of the Narrative 

"Unbelievable stories still crop up in the writings of Greek and Latin historians, ranging from
Herodotus (8.36-41) claiming that, when the Persians attacked Delphi, its armaments came alive of
their own accord and defended the temple (just like in the seventh Harry Potter movie!), to
Josephus (BJ 6.5.3) claiming that a cow gave birth to a lamb as an impending sign of Jerusalem’s
destruction, to Suetonius claiming (Gal. 1.1) that a single lightning bolt had, before Nero’s death,
struck the Temple of the Caesars and simultaneously decapitated all of the emperors’ statues,
even dashing the scepter from the hand of Augustus’ statue (that is one heck of a lightning bolt!).
Of course, I do not believe such stories and their placement in these narratives does make me
less trustful of their authors. But fortunately, for ancient historical authors, these ridiculous tall
tales are usually at the fringe rather than the core of the narrative.

"The Gospels, in contrast, simply narrate unbelievable claim after unbelievable claim about a guy
who can feed whole crowds with one tuna sandwich, cause dead saints to rise from their graves,
himself resurrect from the dead, and then fly into space in broad daylight.  These unbelievable
tall tales make up the bulk of the narrative.  As philosopher Stephen Law points out, following the
principle of contamination, the frequency of these unbelievable stories cast doubt on even the
mundane details in the narrative. It is not as if their genre is relatively historical, but merely
peppered with a few miracles here and there. Rather, the Gospels are entirely fantastical and
legendary. The Gospels are so contaminated by unbelievable claims that they should be treated
as untrustworthy until there is good reason for believing specific details.

"Another thing that should be noted is that, while ancient historians occasionally report miracles,
they often use specific grammatical constructions that distance themselves from affirming the
stories and make clear that they are only reporting the claims . . . "

Ferguson is simply begging the question about whether God acts in the world, then using prejudicial
language to make the miracles in the gospels seem ridiculous.  

No, most ancient historians probably did not experience real miracles.  Not everyone does.  But the
gospels are an account of God's consummating actions in human history, fulfilling promises He gave not
only to the Jews, but as I argue in many places, to other peoples as well.  

Obviously, the gospel stories are not "unbelievable," since many do, in fact, believe them.  What can be
done, is not undoable: the believing of it, proves it believable. 

http://stephenlaw.blogspot.com/2012/04/published-in-faith-and-philosophy-2011.html
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ipsissima%20verba
http://perseus.uchicago.edu/perseus-cgi/citequery3.pl?dbname=GreekTexts&getid=1&query=Hdt.%208.38.1
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0148%3Abook%3D6%3Awhiston+chapter%3D5%3Awhiston+section%3D3
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0132%3Alife%3Dgal.
https://adversusapologetica.wordpress.com/2013/08/14/outside-corroboration-as-a-historical-criterion-and-the-validity-of-arguments-from-silence/
http://books.google.com/books/about/This_Tragic_Gospel.html?id=nJkjgibZTCIC
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I believe in the gospel miracles in part, because for the most part, they really are not so ridiculous, but
sober and related in a highly realistic fashion.  Also because those kinds of miracles -- real miracles,
distinct from Harry Potter -- seem to still happen today.   

9. Important Characters and Events Do Not Disappear from the Narrative

" . . . in the Gospels earth-shaking events take place that then receive no followup and strangely
disappear once they have played their symbolic role in the narrative. Take the Gospel of
Matthew, for example. Jesus’ death (27:52-53) causes an earthquake that opens the tombs of
saints, from which dead people resurrect and then appear throughout Jerusalem. This is an
extraordinary event, indeed, and yet there is no followup in the Gospels or Acts of how the city
was affected by this. Then, Pontius Pilate is so worried that Jesus’ tomb will be found empty, lest
people believe a miracle had occurred (as if all of the saints’ resurrections weren’t convincing
enough), that he has guards stationed at the tomb. When the guards are foiled, however, and
Jesus’ body is found missing, the Jewish authorities claim (28:11-15) that the disciples stole the
body. 

"Grave robbery was a capital offense in ancient Judea, and yet, there is no followup prosecution
of the disciples for this charge, even when they are brought to court on other issues.
Furthermore, what happened to Joseph of Arimathea? His tomb was the one that was supposed
to remain occupied, and yet, when it is found empty, he is not even questioned on the matter.
Pilate had gone to great lengths to ensure that Jesus’ body did not go missing, and yet, when
Jesus is claimed to have risen, he does not even undergo an investigation into the
circumstances."

" . . . Actual historical writing is not so abrupt, and reasonable consequences occur after events
that are important to the sequence of the narrative."

This item is especially ironic.  For in reality, it is in fiction that characters (the ones Ferguson names here
are in fact not really important) almost never disappear, rather than in real life.  Characters seldom
disappear forever in a Dickens novel, or even in ancient Greek novels.  You run into London lowlifes in
Paris during climactic scenes of the French terror.  Treacherous Greek maids get their commupance by
appearing suddenly, and then dying just as suddenly, in Egypt, before the eyes of their former victims.  

But this sort of coincidence never happens in the gospels, and it is one (minor) reason I find them credible.
In real life, people do move away, die, get involved in other things, or are upstaged by new figures.  

Who knows if Joseph of Arimathea was questioned?  It is not an important point, and there is no reason it
should have been pursued.  The rising saints in Matthew 27 are tangential to the story, and probably even
to Matthew's thinking -- he has no doubt heard such a rumor -- but so central to the thought of skeptics,
that Ferguson can't resist mentioning that little incident in two consecutive points.  This is how the mind of
a person who is pursuing polemical, not historical, interests works. The gospels are filled accounts of
credible miracles, but Ferguson focuses on the one that almost alone seems to support his point.  

Ferguson's tenth "point" is not a point of comparison at all, really, just the statement that he doubts a lot in
the ancient historians, too.  So he only has nine points by which to dismiss the gospels, and none of them
is very persuasive.  And he has not even considered the great historical advantages that the gospels enjoy,
such as those NT Wright discusses, or the dozens I discuss in Why the Jesus Seminar can't find Jesus.  

Ferguson then concludes: 

"Ancient historical texts are some of my favorite works from antiquity for their sophisticated
writing style, elaborate research, and intellectual rigor in investigating past events. I cannot say
the same for the Gospels, although I do think they provide interesting symbolism and allegories
as novels, and are also complex works of religious scripture. After analyzing the Gospels under
the historiographical criteria that I discuss above, however, they must be placed in a different
literary genre from the actual historical works of antiquity."

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2027:52-53&version=NIV
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2028:11-15&version=NIV
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But the gospels are obviously not novels at all.  That is Richard Carrier's whopper of a mistake, which I
have discussed on this site before.  (And plan to detail even more in print before too long.) And Lewis was
right, and Ferguson wrong: neither are they hagiographies.  

Sure, they are also different from ancient historical works: written for a broader audience, by people
generally closer to the facts, who chose (probably wisely) to remain at least formally anonymous.  (Though
early readers probably knew who most were.)  But no one claims they belonged to the genre of history,
anyway.  Of course they "must be placed in a different literary genre:" that genre is biography.  But Luke's
second volume was a work of history, and darn good history, with more than 80 facts that he mentions
already confirmed.  

C. Why Ferguson's attacks help.  

Matthew Ferguson does not seem to me a mature scholar.  His response to my criticism was emotional
and childish, frankly, without any sense of genuine intellectual curiosity on his part.  

Still, Ferguson is studying ancient literature, and does have possess some scholarly training, as he
emphasizes.  So his help in trying to locate a genuine parallel to the gospels in ancient fiction is also
welcome.  He proposes "novels" and "hagiography," among others.  

I have read all the ancient Greek novels, and plan to include them in my upcoming analysis of the historicity
of the gospels.  Thanks, Richard and Matthew, for the suggestion, which I believe goes far to
demonstrating the utter uniqueness of the gospels.   

I have also now begun reading ancient hagiography, which Matthew also recommends.  Thanks for that
suggestion, too.  This is a genuinely rich (in the sense of "comic") literature, and I am enjoying what I have
read so far.  Especially comic is the notion that any of this stuff, even that written by Christians with New
Testaments open in front of them, at all resembles Matthew, Mark, Luke or John.  

But I am indeed grateful for the skeptical attacks.  May they continue, and increase in number and, if
possible (I have my doubts, also increasing) in good sense.  
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