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D I D  J E S U S  E X I S T ?

Early Non-Christian References

As we have seen, the book we call the New Testament is a slim collection

of writings made up of twenty-seven pieces of varying length written by nine

or ten different authors, all of them convinced Christians. That’s fine if you

are already a Christian. But what if you’re not? Are you expected to make up

your mind about Jesus just on the say-so of nine or ten biased Christians

who wrote the New Testament? It would be rather like having to reach a de-

cision about Karl Marx based entirely on what Marxists say about him.

And what if Jesus never existed anyway? Many people have wondered

about that, and the thought has crossed my own mind more than once. Per-

haps he was a figment of the imagination of those early Christians? This

opinion has been periodically expressed in a serious way, most recently by

George Albert Wells, a professor of German who in 1971 wrote a book titled

The Jesus of the Early Christians.

Despite their admitted bias, I hope to show that the New Testament writ-

ers themselves are the best reason for believing the existence of Jesus. How-

ever, as it happens, there is other early information about Jesus written by

non-Christians. These non-Christian sources fall into two broad classes, Ro-

man and Jewish.

ROMAN  SOURCES

Pliny: Letters from Bithynia c. A.D. 110. In about A.D. 110 the emperor Tra-

jan sent Pliny (A.D. 61-113), an experienced administrator, to be governor
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of the disorderly province of Bithynia, south of the Black Sea. A few years

later Pliny wrote to the emperor seeking advice about a troublesome group

known as “Christians.” An unsigned paper giving the names of many Chris-

tians had been given to the governor, who had put them in prison. But how

was he to conduct the trial? What punishments were appropriate? Should

the young be punished as severely as the old? Would renunciation of Jesus

earn pardon? Pliny wrote to Emperor Trajan for advice on these and similar

questions.

The Christian movement had taken quite a hold in the region. Pliny com-

plained to Trajan that “many of all ages and every rank and also of both

sexes” were involved and, like a spreading disease, “not the cities only, but

also the villages and the country” were affected. The new movement had be-

come so powerful that the temples were deserted and those who sold food

for the animal sacrifices had not been able to find buyers. Pliny’s letter re-

veals that this movement was not altogether new, since some of the prisoners

whom he threatened said that they had given up being Christians twenty

years earlier. We conclude that there must have been Christians in Bithynia

at least by the late eighties of the first century A.D., perhaps earlier. Peter’s

first letter, written in the early sixties, is addressed to Christians in Bithynia

(among others), thus confirming what we learn from Pliny.

Who were these “Christians” and what did they believe? Pliny interro-

gated them and told Trajan:

They maintained, however, that the amount of their fault or error had

been this, that it was their habit on a fixed day to assemble before day-

light and recite by turns a form of words to Christ as a god; and that

they bound themselves with an oath, not for any crime, but not to

commit theft or robbery or adultery, not to break their word, and not

to deny a deposit when demanded. After this was done, their custom

was to depart, and to meet again to take food, but ordinary and harm-

less food.1

Pliny’s comments are the earliest surviving non-Christian description of

what Christians believed and how they lived. What is of greatest interest is

that these people regarded Christ as a god (or as God). They did not venerate

Is NT Reliable.fm  Page 23  Friday, November 5, 2004  1:06 PM



24 I S  T H E  N E W  T E S T A M E N T  R E L I A B L E ?

him as a deceased martyr but agreed together by a form of words that he was

a divine figure, in some way their living contemporary.

There is no reason to believe that their attitude to Jesus was a recent de-

velopment. Half a century earlier Peter had reminded the Christians of

Bithynia (and others) that, “Through him [that is, Christ] you believe in

God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him” (1 Pet 1:21 NIV).

Without knowing it, Pliny confirms as historically accurate some details

found in the New Testament.

First, he confirms that early Christianity sometimes destroyed the busi-

ness side of the older religions. Like the shrine makers in Ephesus (Acts

19:24-41), the suppliers of food for sacrificial animals in Bithynia were put

out of business by the impact of the Christian movement.

Second, Pliny mentions that Christians met for worship on a “fixed day.”

This can be compared with the meeting in Troas on the “first day of the week”

to “break bread” (Acts 20:7), which probably refers to the holy Communion.

Third, Pliny states that the Christians prayed to Jesus as God (or as a god)

while refusing to curse him. This confirms as accurate Paul’s statement that

“no one speaking by the Spirit of God ever says ‘Jesus be cursed!’ and no one

can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 12:3).

This encourages us to believe, at least in these three references, that the

biblical account is true. Based on what Pliny wrote there can be no doubt

about the existence in about A.D. 110 of a substantial body of Christians in

remote Bithynia. This is a fact of history. But how do we explain this fact?

How did they come to be there? Their presence was a historical effect for

which there was some cause. What was it?

Christian inscription in Pompeii. Seven examples of the following in-

scription have been found, including two in Pompeii that were sealed in vol-

canic ash by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in A.D. 79.

R O T A S

O P E R A

T E N E T

A R E P O

S A T O R
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The reconstruction that is accepted by many indicates that the inscription

is Christian. The letters in the square can be redistributed, with none spare,

to make two As, two Os and the word PATERNOSTER (Latin: “Our Father”)

in both arms of a cross.

A
P
A
T
E
R

A PATERNOSTER O
O
S
T
E
R
O

A and O stand for the Greek letters alpha and omega, symbols for God in

Revelation 1:8, 21:6 and 22:13. If this is a correct understanding it means

that there were Christians in Pompeii by the seventies. This should cause no

surprise, given the large Christian community in nearby Rome in the sixties,

as attested by Tacitus.2

Tacitus: Writing about the fire in Rome in A.D. 64. Tacitus (A.D. 55-

c.120) was made governor of the province of Asia soon after Pliny’s appoint-

ment to Bithynia, and something of his reputation as a historian may be dis-

cerned in part of the letter written to him by his friend Pliny:

Thank you for asking me to send you a description of my uncle’s death

so that you can leave an accurate account of it for posterity. . . . I know

that immortal fame awaits him if his death is recorded by you. (Epistles

6.16)

In his Annals of Imperial Rome written at about the same time as Pliny

wrote the above letter, Tacitus describes how the emperor Nero attempted

to divert blame from himself to a new and detested religious sect for lighting

the fire that destroyed three-quarters of Rome:
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But all human efforts, all the lavish gifts of the emperor, and the propi-

tiations of the gods, did not banish the sinister belief that the conflagra-

tion was the result of an order. Consequently, to get rid of the report,

Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a

class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace.

Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme

penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procu-

rators, Pontius Pilate, and a deadly superstition, thus checked for the

moment, again broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil,

but also in the City [Rome], where all things hideous and shameful

from every part of the world meet and become popular. Accordingly,

an arrest was first made of all who confessed; then, upon their infor-

mation, an immense multitude was convicted, not so much of the

crime of arson, as of hatred of the human race. (Annals 15.44.2-5)

It appears that Tacitus, like Pliny, despised but perhaps also feared this

new movement. He describes the Christians as “a class hated for their abom-

inations . . . a deadly superstition . . . evil . . . hideous . . . shameful.” He

accuses them of “hatred of the human race,” which may refer to the Chris-

tian refusal to acknowledge Caesar as a god and the Roman state as divine.

In one sentence from the above passage Tacitus confirms six details men-

tioned in the New Testament:

1. The public career of Christ occurred in the time of the emperor Tiberius

(Lk 3:1).

2. Pontius Pilate was the Roman governor when Christ died (Mt 27:2; Mk

15:1; Luke 23:1; Acts 3:13 and 13:28).

3. Christ was executed as a criminal (Lk 23:2).

4. This occurred in Judea (Mk 11:16).

5. The movement did not die with Jesus, but “broke out” again.

6. The movement spread from Jerusalem to Rome (Acts 1:4 and 28:14).

This sentence agrees, in a broad sense, with the geographic sweep of

Luke-Acts, a two-volume work that begins with Jesus in Judea (Lk 2:4) and

ends with Paul in Rome (Acts 28:14). Tacitus confirms both the existence of

Christ and the spread of early Christianity.
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This raises the question of why authors such as Pliny and Tacitus fail to

say more about Jesus himself. In attempting an answer, we must stand in the

shoes of these men. It is well to remember that both were from the upper

strata of Roman society and therefore very conservative. Aristocratic Romans

were backward looking; they venerated Rome’s illustrious past history, cul-

ture and institutions. They disliked change, especially when it came from

non-Roman quarters such as Judea. This is why Pliny and Tacitus both de-

spised and feared the virulent new movement. It was a foreign superstition

that was rapidly spreading like a disease across the Empire. Perhaps Tacitus’s

reference to Christians in Rome as an “immense multitude” on one hand, or

Pliny’s of Christians in Bithynia as “a multitude of men” on the other, are ex-

aggerations—propaganda to scare people. 

Here the evidence from the New Testament provides confirmation of the

astonishing spread of the new movement. In A.D. 50 Paul’s opponents in

Macedonia complain, “These men . . . have turned the world upside down”

(Acts 17:6), while in A.D. 62 the Jews in Rome ask the apostle about “this

sect . . . that everywhere . . . is spoken against” (Acts 28:22). The fears of

Pliny and Tacitus were well grounded. Less than a century from the time

they wrote, the Christian apologist Tertullian could claim:

We are but of yesterday, and we have filled everything you have—cit-

ies, tenements, forts, towns . . . even the camps, tribes, palace, senate,

forum. All we have left to you are the temples. (Apology 37.4)

What Pliny and Tacitus described was a movement several decades old,

but which was by then worldwide and spreading rapidly. Inevitably it came

to the attention of the writers of that time, though it is worth noticing that

only part of the literature of the period has survived. But if a threatening

movement was noticed by the Roman writers, a man on his own was not,

especially if that man was a crucified Jew. Cicero, the Roman lawyer who

lived before Christ, wrote:

Even the mere word, cross, must remain far not only from the lips of

the citizens of Rome, but also from their thoughts, their eyes, their

ears. (Pro Rabirio 5.16)
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The reason Roman historians remain relatively silent about Jesus himself

may be that crucifixion was unmentionable. Perhaps this is why Tacitus in

another work, when reviewing the history of Judea at the time of Jesus, said

“under Tiberius all was quiet” (History 5.9).

Suetonius: Writing about Rome c. A.D. 49. Suetonius (A.D. 69-c.140), in

common with the other Roman writers, writes damningly of the Christians.

He speaks of them as “a class of man given to a new and wicked superstition”

(Life of Nero 16.2). “Class” suggests a group that was numerically significant

while “new and wicked superstition” conveys the revulsion many educated

Romans felt toward the Christians.

In what is probably a reference to Christ, Suetonius relates an incident in

the year A.D. 49: “Since the Jews constantly made disturbances at the insti-

gation of Chrestus, he [Claudius] expelled them from Rome” (Life of Claudius

25.4; cf. Acts 18:2). If by “Chrestus” Suetonius is referring to Jesus “Chris-

tus,” as most scholars believe, it means that there were Christians in Rome

by A.D. 49. But this is only to corroborate what the Christian sources tell us.

When Paul arrived in Italy about A.D. 60, he met Christians at Puteoli in

the south (Acts 28:13) and was welcomed by an advance party even before

he reached Rome (Acts 28:15). About three years earlier he had written his

magnum opus, the Letter to the Romans, which virtually demanded the exis-

tence of a Christian community of some size to warrant the effort. He told

them that their “faith is proclaimed in all the world” (Rom 1:8) and that he

had often “intended to come” to them (Rom 1:13; 15:22-24). Clearly the

presence of Christians in Rome predates the letter by some years. 

In A.D. 49 the emperor Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome because of

problems caused by Christianity. Among them were Aquila and Priscilla,

who settled in Corinth and who were almost certainly Christians (see Acts

18:2-3). If Aquila and Priscilla were in fact Christians, it is quite possible

that they were involved in the disturbances about “Chrestus” that led to the

mass expulsion of the Jews from Rome.

If there were Christians in Italy by the late forties, how did they come to

be there? One thing that can be said is that, despite later church tradition,

Peter or Paul did not introduce the movement. Peter was still in Palestine in

the late forties (Gal 2:11), and Paul did not arrive in Rome until the early
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sixties (Acts 28:14). While the two apostles may have helped to stabilize an

already existing Christian community, its origin is probably due to the mi-

gration of Christian Jews from Judea in the thirties and forties.

How large a movement was early Christianity? What do these Roman

writers tell us?

The non-Christian sources, supported and supplemented by Christian

sources, indicate the presence of Christians in Bithynia within the period

c. 64-110 and in Rome c. 49-64. What is striking is the number of Christians

involved. Pliny wrote of “many of all ages and every rank . . . from . . . not

the cities only, but also villages and the country” whose presence had de-

stroyed the ancient religions in Bithynia. This is a major movement. In writ-

ing of Claudius expelling all the Jews from Rome in A.D. 49 “at the instiga-

tion of Chrestus” we may take it that Suetonius is implying that the

disturbances were of a most serious kind if they warranted the expulsion of

many Jews from the city. Fifteen years later (A.D. 64), when fire destroyed

three-quarters of the world capital and a suitable scapegoat was sought and

found in the “class . . . called Christians,” the implication again is that they

must have been of a significant number. There would be no point in blaming

a small or unknown group.

Although we cannot explain precisely how Christianity came to Bithynia

or Rome, we can say that it originated with Jesus in Judea. Who he was and

what he did in Judea, the epicenter, went unrecorded by Roman writers of

the time. Nevertheless extensive shock waves rolled to the farthest shores of

the Mediterranean world that in time left their marks in the records. The

writers may have failed to take account of Jesus, the cause of it all, but they

could hardly ignore the effects.

JEWISH  SOURCES

Benediction Twelve. After the disastrous war with the Romans from A.D. 66

to 70, the Jewish Sanhedrin (or Senate), ceased to exist as a political and ad-

ministrative body. The emperor Vespasian brought Judea under direct mili-

tary rule, leaving the Sanhedrin with a purely religious role. Most of the sects

and parties within Judaism perished with the war. Two that survived were

the Pharisees, representing the mainstream of Jewish religious life, and the
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Nazarenes, or Christians, who by then were regarded as heretical. In the

eighties the Pharisee-dominated Sanhedrin meeting at Jamnia, a town to the

east of Jerusalem, formulated the following synagogue prayer:

For the renegades let there be no hope, and may the arrogant kingdom

soon be rooted out in our days, and the Nazarenes and the minim per-

ish as in a moment and be blotted out from the book of life and with

the righteous may they not be inscribed. Blessed art thou, O Lord,

who humblest the arrogant.3

References in the Talmud indicate that the “minim” and the “Nazarenes”

usually refer to Christians. This bitter prayer clearly attests the existence of

Christians in Judea in the post-70 period, and it represents a tragic contrast

with the frequently happy relations of Christian Jews with their fellow Jews

in the period before the war. From Christian sources we read of Jewish

Christian priests (Acts 6:7) and Christian Pharisees (Acts 15:5) and of “many

thousands . . . among the Jews . . . who have believed . . . all zealous for the

law” (Acts 21:20). Opposition there may have been from Sadducean high

priests (Acts 4:1-3) and Herod Agrippa (Acts 12:1-3), but the Pharisees ap-

pear either to have been neutral, as was Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 5:34-39), or

well-disposed like those who protested at the unjust death of James brother

of Jesus (Josephus Antiquities 20.197-203). The grim sentiments of Benedic-

tion Twelve reflect the thorough separation of synagogue and church after the

end of the war in A.D. 70.

The Talmud. The Talmuds were compiled in Jerusalem and Babylon in

the fifth and sixth centuries. Their late dating raises questions as to the au-

thenticity of references to Jesus. Of various possibilities the most likely men-

tion of Jesus is this:

It was taught: On the day before the Passover they hanged Jesus. A

herald went before him for forty days [proclaiming]. “He will be

stoned, because he practised magic and enticed Israel to go astray. Let

anyone who knows anything in his favour come forward and plead for

him.” But nothing was found in his favour, and they hanged him the

day before Passover. (b. Sanhedrin 43a)
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This rather bitter reference is more likely to have arisen in the centuries

after Jesus than closer to his times. We note the apologetic detail that since

no one defended him he must have been guilty. Here Jesus is a magician

and a deceiver of the nation and for this the Jews executed him. According

to the Gospels and Tacitus (Annals 15.44), however, the Romans executed

Jesus for treasonably claiming to be “king of the Jews.” Apart from the tim-

ing of his death to the Passover season there is little else here that coincides

with other information at hand, including the manner of his death by

hanging.

Josephus. Josephus, an aristocratic Pharisee, was born in A.D. 37. During

the war with the Romans from A.D. 66 to 70, he was captured by the Romans

and later was paid a pension by successive emperors for services rendered to

the imperial family. Early in the nineties he wrote the Jewish Antiquities.

Pharisees were not always bitterly opposed to Christians, as the Jewish

historian clearly shows. Before the war, in an interregnum between Roman

governors (A.D. 62), the high priest Annas (son of Annas of the Gospels)

convened the judges of the Sanhedrin and brought before them a man

named James, the brother of Jesus who was called the Christ, and cer-

tain others. He accused them of having transgressed the law and de-

livered them up to be stoned. Those of the inhabitants of the city who

were considered the most fair-minded and who were strict in obser-

vance of the law were offended at this. (Antiquities 20.197-203)

Those who were “strict in observance of the law” must refer to Pharisees,

which suggests they showed a degree of sympathy to James, brother of Jesus,

who was leader of the multitudinous Jerusalem church. The members of

that church, Paul had been informed, were “all zealous for the law” (Acts

21:20), which explains why the Pharisees were favorably disposed towards

James. James’s reference to “many thousands” of such Jerusalem believers

(Acts 21:20), while possibly an exaggeration, nevertheless confirms the im-

pression given elsewhere of large numbers of people involved in Christian-

ity, and that it was a worldwide movement.

In this extract, the authenticity of which is not in doubt, Josephus con-

firms two important pieces of information from the New Testament.

Is NT Reliable.fm  Page 31  Friday, November 5, 2004  1:06 PM



32 I S  T H E  N E W  T E S T A M E N T  R E L I A B L E ?

1. Jesus was “called Christ” (cf. Acts 2:36).

2. James was his brother (cf. Gal 1:19).

Josephus indicates no doubt as to the genuine existence in history of ei-

ther Jesus or James.

Disputed cases. Josephus refers to Jesus earlier in his Antiquities in a pas-

sage that is known to scholars as the Testimonium Flavianum:

About that time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to

call him a man. For he was one who wrought surprising feats and was

a teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly. He won over many

Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. When Pilate, upon

hearing him accused by men of the highest standing among us, had

condemned him to be crucified, those who had in the first place come

to love him did not give up their affection for him. On the third day

he appeared to them restored to life, for the prophets of God had

prophesied these and countless other marvelous things about him.

And the tribe of the Christians so called after him, has still to this day

not disappeared. (Antiquities 18.63-64)

While this passage is in all the extant manuscripts of the Antiquities and

is externally attested by church historian Eusebius, who quoted it exactly

and in full in A.D. 325, there are many who question its authenticity. The ma-

jor problem is that another Christian writer, Origen, writing a century earlier

than Eusebius, remarked in passing that Josephus “did not believe in Jesus

as the Christ” (Against Celsus 1.47). This apparently contradicts the text as it

stands. It may be that some zealous but misguided Christian has tampered

with the text, removing the phrase “so-called” before Christ, as in the pas-

sage referring to the death of James. If the text were amended along those

lines it would make sense of Origen’s comment. Another problem is the ex-

pression “if it is possible to call him a man.” Is this another Christian inter-

polation, reflecting the orthodox doctrine of the deity of Christ, or was it a

piece of mild sarcasm by Josephus, knowing that deity claims were made for

Jesus?

Those two problems apart, many scholars are prepared to accept much or

all of the remainder of the text as genuine. I am impressed by the reference
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to the Christians as not being extinct “to this day” which echoes the same

laissez-faire neutrality toward Christianity as shown by Josephus’s fellow

Pharisee Gamaliel back in the thirties (Acts 5:38-39). Also, I detect in Jose-

phus’s words, “wrought surprising feats . . . a teacher” an echo of yet another

Pharisee, Nicodemus, who said that Jesus was a “teacher” who performed

“signs” (Jn 3:2). Josephus’s reference to Jesus as “teacher” and miracle worker

is close to Nicodemus’s address to Jesus as “teacher” and “miracle” worker.

Finally the phrase “a wise man” is a favorable variation of “a charlatan

man,” a phrase used repeatedly for the turbulent would-be miracle-working

prophets whom Josephus vilifies elsewhere in his writings. Since Jesus was

a nonviolent, nonpolitical miracle worker and teacher, Josephus might well

refer to him as “a wise man.” Rather than reject this extract altogether, it

seems preferable to accept it with some deletions. In broad terms it confirms

and amplifies the comments of Tacitus.

A third uncertain case is the recently discovered letter written by the Jew-

ish revolutionary leader, ben Kosiba. The writer speaks menacingly of “the

Galileans,” which is believed by many to mean “the Christians.” Here is the

letter in full:

From Shimeon ben Kosiba to Yeshua ben Galoula and to the men of

the fort, peace. I take heaven to witness against me that unless you

mobilize [destroy?] the Galileans who are with you, every man, I will

put fetters on your feet as I did to ben Aphlul.4

Yigael Yadin, who discovered the letter in a cave near the Dead Sea, re-

jects the suggestion that “Galileans” means Christians. Ben Kosiba, however,

is known from other sources to have persecuted Christians. The Christian

writer Justin Martyr, a contemporary of ben Kosiba, commented:

In the present Jewish war it was only Christians whom bar Chocheba

[another name for Kosiba], the leader of the rebellion of the Jews,

commanded to be punished severely if they did not deny Jesus as the

messiah of the Jews and blaspheme him.5

Most likely these were Christian Jews who, in their loyalty to Jesus, ap-

parently refused to recognize ben Kosiba as Messiah. They may also have de-
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clined to take part in the uprising, following the example of the Jerusalem

church whose members withdrew from the war zone during the first Jewish

war in A.D. 66-70. Thus ben Kosiba had two reasons to punish the Chris-

tians: they did not recognize him, and they refused to fight in his war. Ben

Kosiba’s reference to “Galileans” may well refer to Christians.

SUMMARY OF THE  NON -CHRISTIAN  EVIDENCE

On the basis of this evidence from non-Christian sources, it is possible to

draw the following conclusions:

1. Jesus Christ was executed (by crucifixion?) in Judea during the period

when Tiberius was emperor (A.D. 14-37) and Pontius Pilate was governor

(A.D. 26-36). Tacitus

2. The movement spread from Judea to Rome. Tacitus

3. His followers worshiped him as (a) god. Pliny

4. He was called “the Christ.” Josephus

5. His followers were called “Christians.” Tacitus, Pliny

6. They were numerous in Bithynia and Rome. Tacitus, Pliny

7. His brother was James. Josephus

While this evidence is not extensive, it is noteworthy that it does not in

any way conflict with, but rather confirms, the historical information in the

New Testament.
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