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     On June 26, 2000, ABC produced a documentary that was nothing short of audacious. Entitled, “Peter Jennings Reports: The Search for Jesus,” it purported to be an unbiased account of the anchorman’s “search” for Jesus via academic scholars and trips to Palestine. However, what resulted was a showcase for the most liberal views imaginable—namely, those of the Jesus Seminar.

     As is the case usually, television was far behind the loop. Actually, the views that were aired have been simmering for the past fifteen years, ever since the Jesus Seminar began. In 1985, Robert W. Funk, Marcus Borg, and John Dominic Crossan launched the Seminar as a way of jump starting the so-called “quest for the historical Jesus,” which refers to three previous liberal attempts to divorce the man Jesus from the divine Son of God.

     The first quest, dating back to the seventeenth century and lasting into the eighteenth, incorporated hardheaded rationalism, Hegelianism (“which views reason as not merely the arbiter of what is real, but also of reality itself”
), and old-fashioned liberalism concerning the supernatural and the nature of Jesus.

     Albert Schweitzer, who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1952 for his work in Africa, penned The Quest Of The Historical Jesus in 1906. In it, he not only was critical of previous attempts to discover the “real” Jesus, but also went much further. Consider what he says concerning the death of Jesus:

          There is silence all around. The Baptist appears, and cries: “Repent, for the   

     Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.” Soon after that comes Jesus, and in the knowledge

     that He is the coming Son of Man lays hold of the wheel of the world to set it moving

     on that last revolution which is to bring all ordinary history to a close. It refuses to

     turn, and He throws Himself upon it. Then it does turn; and crushes Him. Instead of 

     bringing in the eschatological conditions, He has destroyed them. The wheel rolls

     onward, and the mangled body of the one immeasurably great Man, who was strong

     enough to think of Himself as the spiritual ruler of mankind and to bend history to His

     purpose, is hanging upon it still. That is His victory and His reign.

     One can easily see that Schweitzer’s Jesus is not only delusional, but also not a “great Man.” Obviously, his view is false. It has also fallen out of favor with most scholars today.

     The second quest developed out of skepticism that developed in the early twentieth century concerning the presuppositions of those involved in the first quest. However, instead of affirming the integrity of the Gospel accounts and the supernatural nature of inspiration, there emerged an even more radical attitude; namely, that one cannot trust the Gospel accounts at all. It was exemplified by the work of Rudolf Bultmann, who summed up his view thus: “I do indeed think that we can now know almost nothing concerning the life and personality of Jesus.”
 According to Bultmann, one must discard the “husk” of “mythology” in the New Testament  (namely, the historical), so that the “kernel” of truth (the kerygma) might remain. Ironically, Bultmann himself was disdainful of any quest into who Jesus was. It took a disciple of his, Ernst Kasemann, to begin the second quest in earnest. Those involved incorporated much of Bultmann’s beliefs. His was an existential philosophy, relying heavily upon the just-emerging method of form criticism. The presupposition behind this is that the early church was the primary developer in the origin of Christianity. This view is an article of faith, it seems, among those affiliated with the Jesus Seminar today.

     Criticism of Bultmann led to the third quest in the latter half of the twentieth century. Those involved, while not willing to go as far left as others, were nonetheless not accepting the total truth of the New Testament. That quest, while still ongoing, has not gained much traction among the elite.

     Thus, the Jesus Seminar was begun. Although wishing to distinguish themselves from the earlier quests, one is struck by how the presuppositions are similar. For example, in a debate concerning the work of the Seminar, Marcus Borg contributed a chapter entitled “The Irrelevancy of the Empty Tomb.”
 At any rate, Funk, Borg, and Crossan led the movement to reexamine the New Testament evidence concerning Jesus.                

     The cadre of scholars who followed their lead endeavored to determine what Jesus “really said,” as opposed to what they thought was added later by Jesus’ followers. The method they employed was farcical. The scholars actually voted on each biblical passage. They did this by casting color-coded beads into a box. Red meant “Jesus undoubtedly said this or something very like it.” Pink meant “Jesus probably said something like this.” Gray implied “Jesus did not say this, but the ideas contained in it are close to his own.” Finally, black meant “Jesus did not say this; it represents the perspective or content of a later and/or different tradition.” 

     The result of such was The Five Gospels: What Did Jesus Really Say?, published at the end of 1993. This volume prints all of the passages in the four Gospels, color-coded as per the previous description, plus the apocryphal “gospel of Thomas.” What gained the book so much attention at the time was the proportion of the color code. Less than 20 percent of all the sayings attributed to Jesus was colored either red or pink. Only one verse of Mark was colored red; just fifteen sayings of all the Gospels combined. Seventy-five sayings are colored pink, while 416 are colored gray, and 886 are colored black. Almost all of John is totally rejected, as is the case with all of Jesus’ claims about Himself. Yet, this has been represented as “mainstream.”

     There are other reasons to emphatically reject the conclusions of the Jesus Seminar. Its presuppositions are corrupted by liberal ideology. Consider:

· Jesus is not allowed to speak, according to the Seminar, in any way except in parables or aphorisms. In other words, Jesus never preached full sermons or engaged in controversy.

· Jesus is also not allowed to address many topics that the Gospels record him saying. Among those are his Messianic claims, predictive statements, his coming crucifixion, and the Judgment. In addition, he is not allowed to quote Scripture or compare his teachings to the Law of Moses.

· The Seminar’s Jesus is not thoroughly Jewish, but rather resembles more a Cynic sage, Oriental guru, or Greco-Roman philosopher.

· The Seminar’s Jesus dies, with little or no explanation why. Strange, is it not, that such an eccentric character as they would have us accept, is crucified because he poses a threat to the establishment? John Dominic Crossan even goes so far as to say that Jesus’ body was devoured by a pack of wild dogs at the foot of the cross.

· The Jesus Seminar also relies upon the “gospel of Thomas,” which is Gnostic in character and dates back no farther than A. D. 400, with a possibility of being written about A. D. 150. However, the Jesus Seminar suggests a date for the document as early as A. D. 50-60, earlier than their dates for the four Gospels.

· The Seminar flatly rejects the notion that the Jews had anything to do with Jesus’ death; they do this, they contend, to counter anti-Semitism, which they say comes from the Gospel accounts. In their world, Pilate is the chief culprit. 

·  Above all else, the Seminar rejects anything remotely resembling the miraculous.   Included in this are the virgin birth, raising people from the dead, and Jesus’ own  resurrection. Even in the one instance when they do concede the supernatural—Jesus’healings of the people—they claim it is no different from “healings” performed by Eastern mystics and shamans.

     In 1998, the Seminar produced another book, The Acts of Jesus. It purported to show what Jesus did—and didn’t—do. But, as is the case with their previous work, the sages involved in the project demonstrated disdain for the New Testament evidence. During this “second phase” of the Seminar, lasting from 1991-1996, they examined 176 events. Again, they utilized the same methodology—voting by casting beads into a box. Of the 176 events, only 29 received either a red or a pink rating—just 16% of the total. Only 10 events received a red rating.

     What do they have to say for themselves? Consider what Robert W. Funk writes, in the Introduction to The Acts of Jesus:
          For those who believe the Bible to be the word of God a 16% historical accuracy

     rate may seem ridiculously low. Why did the Seminar end up with so many black

     (largely or entirely fictive) and gray (possible but unreliable) reports? The results

     should not be surprising to critical scholars—those whose evaluations are not pre-

     determined by theological considerations.

     One can detect intellectual snobbery in that quote. As has been shown, the participants in the Seminar very definitely had liberal presuppositions. Consider their attitude concerning the Gospels: “In the absence of hard information, scholars theorize that the New Testament gospels were comprised during the last quarter of the first century by third-generation authors on the basis of folk memories preserved in stories that had circulated by word of mouth for decades.”
 Also, they say that the author of Mark “…was not an eyewitness…”
 they refer to “…the evangelist given the name Matthew…”
 and that Luke “…is at least a third-generation Christian scribe…”
 In addition, they assert “…Luke’s knowledge of events in the larger world is faulty…”
 As if that were not enough, the assertion is made that much of what is written in the New Testament about what Jesus did is simply “folklore.” To illustrate what they mean, they refer to the so-called "Roswell Incident,” in which a flying saucer was supposed to have crashed in Roswell, New Mexico. The comparison is then made between sorting folklore from truth in that incident, and doing the same in the Gospels.
 How can anyone reasonably claim to have an unbiased attitude towards the New Testament, with all of these presuppositions in play?

     But then, consider something else. On the dust jacket of The Acts of Jesus, the conclusions that were reached are listed. Consider some of them:

· Jesus of Nazareth was born in Nazareth, not in Bethlehem.

· Jesus practiced healing without the use of ancient medicine or magic, relieving afflictions we now consider psychosomatic.

· He did not walk on water, feed the multitude with loaves and fishes, change water into wine, or raise Lazarus from the dead.

· The empty tomb is a fiction—Jesus did not rise bodily from the dead.

How can the “scholarship” of the  Seminar  be taken  seriously when  such  erroneous  

beliefs are fostered on the public? The fact is, it is being taken seriously. One thing that distinguishes the Jesus Seminar is its media-savvy instinct. Not only did ABC produce the special mentioned previously, but also PBS produced a “Frontline” documentary purporting to be about Christianity: “From Jesus to Christ-The First Christians.” In it, the Seminar’s views were presented as the authoritative word on the New Testament, without any kind of dissenting voices heard. Not only is that indicative of poor journalism, it also is a perversion of the Word of God. Christianity was presented to have been an evolving religion, originating in large measure from the early followers of Jesus and the “oral tradition” that supposedly fueled the movement. Such is preposterous.             

     The threat of the Jesus Seminar to the Truth can be seen in the flood of books, articles, 

lectures, and videos that have been produced with its backing. The mere fact that ABC would assign its news department, with its marquee reporter, to cover it, attests to the seriousness of the threat. If one tells a lie often enough and loud enough, some people will eventually believe it. Such is the case with the Jesus Seminar.

     This is not the first time that people have attacked the credibility of the Gospels and the deity of our Lord. However, we are now living in an advanced technological age. Information is being produced faster and is more accessible than at any time in the history of the world. This means that not only can the Truth be proclaimed widely; so can error. The challenge to the Lord’s church is deadly serious. 

     Having said that, there are some observations that must be made. First, not much has been said in print about the Jesus Seminar by our brethren. This must change. The threat is real. Our pens must go to work to educate brethren and equip them to stand firm against this. 

     Second, our colleges, universities, and schools of preaching must address the threat of the Seminar, if they are not already doing so. Preachers must know how to give an answer to these issues; the day is fast coming when our brethren will have to start from scratch, in this country, in order to teach the Truth.

     Third, the situation is looking more and more like the situation that existed at the turn of the previous century. That is, “destructive criticism” invaded our schools and pulpits. John William McGarvey battled against it, as well as Hall Laurie Calhoun. But, in the final analysis, liberal theology gained the upper hand as the 20th century dawned. Can we say the same is true today?

     Let us pursue this matter further. Our brethren on the Left deem themselves to be the most scholarly among us. They also present themselves to be the most spiritual, understanding better than anyone the person of Jesus and his sacrifice. But, why are they silent concerning the Jesus Seminar? Surely, they above anyone would respond quickly and firmly to it. Could it be that the Left quietly holds to at least some of the same views as the Seminar? Is this why Pepperdine, Abilene, and Lipscomb have been silent with respect to Funk, Borg, and Crossan? We have already seen the public spectacle of one belittling the virgin birth. Another has put forth a view of inspiration (in The Peacable Kingdom) which is neo-orthodox, at best. Could those be the precursors to open attacks on the inspiration of the Bible? Only time will tell.

     Critical scholarship must also be re-examined in light of the Seminar. That is, trust in the methods of such must be limited. Is it not significant that the Seminar is simply taking the liberal solution concerning the “Synoptic Problem” to its logical end?   

     Modern critical scholarship has been accepted by many in religion. Even within the body of Christ, many facets of critical scholarship have been incorporated without question—including the matter of the inspiration of the Gospels. However, not everyone has unquestioningly submitted to modern criticism. The late Rex A. Turner, Sr. taught a class at Southern Christian University entitled, “The Synoptic Gospels.” In the class notes, notice what he says concerning the views of too many today:

          In the hands of liberals, however, the study of the Synoptic Gospels is not nearly 

     so innocent.

1. The liberals come with the doctrine of the priority of Mark.

2. That the gospel of Mark was written earlier than the gospels of Matthew and

Luke.

3. That Mark copied from a source which the liberals label, Marcus Q.

4. That the gospels of Matthew and Luke were copied from Mark, together with

the compilation of other sources.

5. That Matthew and Luke were completed in the second half of the first century.

Now, assuming for the moment that the liberals are correct in their holdings, what 

     would this do for your concept of inspiration?

     Indeed. Brother Turner forcefully and deliberately taught the truth concerning the Gospels, and in turn asked what he called “Questions That Are Soul Searching:” 

1. Was Jesus a mere legend?

2. Are the documents of the gospels substantial, or reasonable, beyond doubt, or are

they mere legends?

3. Is Jesus to be accepted only as a great moral teacher?

     Brother Turner answered the first question “no;” the second question, “beyond doubt;” and the third question, “no; he is the Son of God—the Messiah.” In addition, he answered the claims of liberals in his book Systematic Theology. In his chapter, “The Supposed Priority of the Gospel of Mark,” he sets forth the truth of the matter. Brother Turner dates Matthew at A. D. 50, Luke at A. D. 58, Mark at A. D. 67, and John around A. D. 85-95. He also gives the purpose for each gospel—Matthew wrote of Christ as the “King” for Jewish Christians, Luke wrote of Him as the “Redeemer” for the Gentiles, Mark wrote of Him as the “Servant” for the Romans, and John wrote of Him as the “Word,” to supply information not supplied by the other three.
 

     In closing the chapter, brother Turner included some remarks which need to be heeded by all of us today:

          The issue at stake is inspiration. Are the Old and New Testaments inspired, or are 

     they the product of mere men? A corollary of the issue of inspiration is the question

     of whether or not there is an omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent God—a creator 

     who is perfect in holiness and righteousness? If the Scriptures are not inspired, how 

     can a mere man, be he, by his own admission ever so intelligent and creative, as to

     account for the theme of the bible—that is, God, Man, and Jesus the Son of God?

          Those who spend their lives in efforts to discredit the inspiration of the scriptures

     are impelled by self-esteem and haughty pride. God has displayed his creative powers.

     Paul wrote: “For the invisible things of him since the creation of the world are clearly

     seen, being perceived through the things that are made, even his everlasting power 

     and divinity; that they may be without excuse: because that, knowing God (emphasis

     in original—DH), they glorified him not as God, neither gave thanks; but became vain 

     in their reasonings, and their senseless heart was darkened. Professing themselves to 

     be wise, they became fools, and changed the glory of the incorruptible God for the

     likeness of an image of corruptible man, and of birds, and four-footed beasts, and 

     creeping things. Wherefore God also gave them up in the lusts of their hearts unto

     uncleanness” (Rom. 1:20-24). The case is that the liberal Old and New Testament

     scholars stand under Paul’s indictment and condemnation.

     As he was on so many other matters, Rex Turner Sr. was right on target. His judgment stands the test of time, and must be considered by all of those who take seriously the claims of modern critical scholarship concerning the Synoptic Gospels. 

     The fact is, the centerpiece of the liberals’ “solution” to the Synoptic Problem—the so-called “Q” document—is a chimera; a will-o’-the-wisp that exists only in the minds of those willing to accept it as true. Such a document has never been discovered, or has ever been shown to even exist. Surely it is more than a coincidence that the participants in the Jesus Seminar give much space to the “Q” document, and the four-source theory of the Synoptics.
 This should be enough to give one pause before being willing to accept such as true.           
     It becomes clear, as well, that the Roman Catholic Church bears a degree of responsibility for bringing on such liberal attacks. Many of the participants in the Seminar have Catholic backgrounds, and are reacting against the ritualism of the denomination. However, they have gone into total infidelity.        

     Simon Greenleaf was Dane Professor of Law at Harvard University from 1833-48. He was also instrumental in organizing the university’s law program. His three-volume work, A Treatise on the Law of Evidence, is considered a classic of American jurisprudence. In 1874, he authored a book, The Testimony of the Evangelists. In it, he applied the same rules of evidence he himself authored to the validity of the Gospels. In the course of so doing, he made a statement that is even truer today than it was then:

          But the Christian writer seems, by the usual course of the argument, to have been 

     deprived of the common presumption of charity in his favor; and reversing the 

     ordinary rule of administering justice in human tribunals, his testimony is unjustly

     presumed to be false, until it is proven to be true. This treatment, moreover, has been

     applied to them all in a body; and, without due regard to the fact that, being 

     independent historians, writing at different periods, they are entitled to the support

     of each other: they have been treated, in the argument, almost as if the New Testament

     were the entire production, at once, of a body of men, conspiring in a joint fabrication,

     to impose a false religion upon the world. It is time that this injustice should cease;

     that the testimony of the evangelists should be admitted to be true, until it can be

     disproved by those who would impugn it; that the silence of one sacred writer on any

     point should no more detract from his own veracity or that of the other historians, than

     the like circumstance is permitted to do among profane writers; and that the Four 

     Evangelists should be admitted in corroboration of each other, as readily as Josephus

     And Tacitus, or Polybius and Livy.
 (Emphasis added-DH)

     In the final analysis, Peter Jennings, ABC, the Jesus Seminar, and Left-wing scholars do not determine Truth. Only God’s Word does that. The salient question to consider is simply: can we trust the Bible, or not? We can, and we must.   
�Robert B. Strimple, The Modern Search for the Historical Jesus (Philipsburg, New Jersey, 1995), 25.





�Ibid, 84.





 


�Ibid, 117.





�Paul Copan, ed. Will The Real Jesus Please Stand Up? (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 117-28. 





�Robert W. Funk and the Jesus Seminar, The Acts of Jesus (San Francisco: HarperSan Francisco, 1998), 1. 





�Ibid, 2.  





�Ibid, 4. 





�Ibid. 





�Ibid, 5. 





�Ibid. 





�Ibid, 5-7. 





�Rex A. Turner, Sr. The Synoptic Gospels: NT 5306 (class notes, undated), 1.  





�Ibid, 7-8. 





�Turner, Systematic Theology (Montgomery, AL: Alabama Christian School of Religion, 1990), 42-47.  





�Ibid, 47-48. 





�Funk, Roy W. Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar, The Five Gospels (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993), 12-18.  





�Simon Greenleaf, The Testimony of the Evangelists (Grand Rapids: Kregel Classics, 1995), 30. 





