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3. what can  
we know  
about  jesus 
(and how) ?  

 
 

 
Jesus said, "Those who seek should not stop seeking  
until they find. When they find, they will be disturbed.  

When they are disturbed, they will marvel,  
and will reign over all. [And after they  

have reigned, they will rest.]" 
 

—Gospel of Thomas 2 
(Scholar’s Translation) 

 
 
It’s a surprise to many folks that Luke wrote not one, but two books in the 
New Testament: The Gospel According to Luke and The Book of Acts. It’s 
even more interesting to think that he may have written it for what is 
probably a fictitious recipient. If you remember the etiquette column, “Miss 
Manners” you may recall that she began each article with “Dear Gentle 
Reader.” Similarly, Luke begins by addressing “Theophilus.” In a first 
century version of “Gentle Reader” Theo + philus in Greek means “lover of 
God.”  
 
Read Luke 1:1-4 
 
Note that the author tells us that he is not the first to do what he is doing: 
“Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the 
events that have been fulfilled among us…” Luke’s intention is to give his 
believing hearers something firm to walk on, so he sets out to recount the 
story: “so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which 
you have been instructed.” The Greek word Luke uses for “truth” is 
asphaleia, the root of the English word “asphalt.” Luke wants to build up 
confidence, reassuring his readers where there’s uncertainty and 
strengthening their identity. After all, there are so many versions of the 
story to choose from! 
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Gospels, Letters, & Grocery Lists 
 
Oxyrhynchus. A potent antibiotic? Maybe an acne cream? If you think it sounds 
like an exotic animal you wouldn’t be far off. It's the Greek word for a sharp-
nosed fish—and the name given to an ancient city located about 100 miles 
southwest of present-day Cairo. Although Oxyrhynchus was a prominent 
Egyptian city during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, this regional capital was 
abandoned after the Arab invasion of the seventh century. Swallowed up in a 
desert that rarely sees rain, conditions at Oxyrhynchus were ideal for preserving 
one particular item, an item that today makes Oxyrhynchus one of the most 
important archeological sites in the world.  
 
Papyrus was ancient paper made from the papyrus plant found along the Nile. In 
the late 1800s, archaeologists discovered that the rubbish heaps at Oxyrhynchus 
were overflowing with papyri. Bits and pieces of all kinds of ancient documents 
were discovered: literary masterpieces and everyday correspondence; a scrap of 
a play of Sophocles that had never been seen before; a fragment of John’s 
Gospel dating to the second century. And since papyrus was expensive and 
often reused, an ancient grocery list might be discovered scribbled on the back of 
a student’s copy of Homer’s Odyssey. With excavations continuing now for well 
over a century, the dumps of Oxyrhynchus can claim to be the source of close to 
three-quarters of all literary papyri discovered to date.  
  
A number of biblical books are represented in the catalog of findings—from both 
the Old and New Testaments, “apocryphal” books, and even a few fragments 
discovered that contained sayings of Jesus never before seen by modern eyes. 
New teachings of Jesus? How is that possible? Because there were (and are) 
lots of Gospels—only four of which made the “cut” into the Bible. A number of the 
fragments found at Oxyrhynchus are part of a class of ancient writings 
concerning Jesus not found in the Bible. These are called apocryphal (or 
‘hidden’) writings, not because they’re secret or victims of a cover-up, but 
because they didn’t make it into the official canon of scripture and were 
subsequently lost to history. 
 
Loading the Canon 
 
“Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, hold the horse while I get on” is just one of the 
silly mnemonic devices used to help people remember the names and order of 
the four gospels that did make it into the canon. Despite their having been placed 
at the beginning of the New Testament, the canonical gospels are far from being 
the first written material in the Christian scriptures. The earliest written materials 
are the authentic letters of Paul. Paul was probably writing in the late 50s, some 
twenty years after Jesus’ crucifixion. Along with clues internal to the Gospels 
themselves, the fact that Paul didn’t quote from any of the Gospels is clear 
evidence that he didn’t have any of them at his disposal. The first gospel, Mark, 
was probably written twenty or so years after that, around 70 C.E. 
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Gospel is as Gospel does 
 
A “gospel” is what’s considered a “literary genre.” It’s not history and not 
objective biography, but a subjective picture of Jesus aimed at a particular 
community of believers. Far from being divine dictation of what happened—the 
gospels are the result of a very human effort to record the developing traditions 
about Jesus from the perspective of different communities. Some of the stories 
go back to the historical figure of Jesus and others developed out of the 
experience of the first Christians to gather together. Each is what Marcus Borg 
has called a “snapshot” of what people in a particular community at a particular 
moment knew of Jesus.  
 
Similarities between Matthew, Mark, and Luke have long been recognized. In 
fact, scholars collectively refer to them as the “synoptic” gospels – from the 
Greek “syn,” meaning "together," and “optic,” meaning "seen.” Even so, there are 
all kinds of chronological inconsistencies – not to mention stylistic and content 
differences. As one becomes acquainted with the style, vocabulary, and 
theological emphasis of each evangelist, things begin to jump out at the reader 
as being either out of place or obviously taken from another source. These 
differences have given rise to what scholars call the “Synoptic Problem.” Viewing 
these three texts together leads to questions not only about how similar they are 
in some places, but how different they are from one another and, as a group from 
John’s gospel. The most obvious differences between the first three gospels and 
the Gospel According to John are the order of events:   

The Synoptic Gospels   The Gospel of John 
Begins with John the Baptist   Begins with creation --  

OR birth and childhood stories        no birth or childhood stories 
Jesus is baptized by John   Baptism of Jesus assumed 
        but not mentioned 
Jesus speaks in parables   Jesus speaks in long,  
 and aphorisms     involved discourses 
Jesus is a sage     Jesus is a philosopher  
        and a mystic 
Jesus is an exorcist    Jesus performs no exorcisms 
The “Kingdom of God” is the   Jesus himself is the theme 
 theme of Jesus’ teaching    of his own teaching 
Jesus has little to say     Jesus reflects at length on his 
 about himself        own mission and person 
Jesus takes up the cause   Jesus has little or nothing to say 
 of the poor and oppressed        about the poor and oppressed 
Jesus’ public ministry:  1 year   Jesus’ public ministry:  3 years 
Temple incident: late in the story  Temple incident: early in the story 
Jesus eats a last supper    Foot washing instead of 
 with his disciples     the last supper 
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“Sayings” of Q & Thomas 
 
For years, careful readers have noted that wherever Matthew and Luke agree, 
they match Mark nearly word for word. In fact, Matthew reproduces nearly 90% 
of Mark and Luke about 50%. They often reproduce Mark in the same order. It 
was to become clear that Mark was written first and was creatively incorporated 
into the gospels told by Matthew and Luke. However, these “copied” stories were 
influenced by and reinterpreted by Matthew and Luke to support their own 
political and theological agendas.  
 
Further study has also revealed that there are approximately 200 “sayings” in 
Matthew and Luke not found in Mark’s Gospel, leading many scholars to believe 
that Matthew and Luke used an additional source of Jesus’ sayings. This 
hypothetical second source has been given the nickname “Q” (from the German 
for “source,” quelle). When first proposed, some scholars scoffed at the Q 
hypothesis, as there were no known examples from early Christianity. And while 
a few fragments of apocryphal teachings of Jesus had been discovered along the 
way—including ones from Oxyrhynchus—a “sayings gospel” had never been 
unearthed.  
 
Then, in 1945, an Egyptian farmer found a pottery jar containing over 50 papyrus 
documents, many of them bound together as books. Discovered in Nag 
Hammadi and written in the Coptic language, they became known as the Nag 
Hammadi Library. The most famous of the books is the Gospel of Thomas—an 
apocryphal gospel that consists entirely of sayings attributed to Jesus—a 4th 
Century fragment of which they found at Oxyrhynchus. 
 
The Gospel of Thomas isn’t a narrative account of the life of Jesus, but wisdom 
sayings and short dialogues. No crucifixion, no resurrection, no final judgment; 
no messianic claims. The existence of the Gospel of Thomas suggests that just 
as there were early Christian movements which emphasized Jesus’ crucifixion 
and resurrection almost to the total exclusion of his earthly life, there were also 
movements that emphasized the teachings of Jesus with nary a mention of the 
significance of his death and resurrection. So, between the multiple New 
Testament representations of Jesus and the ever-growing list of apocryphal 
gospels, it’s clear that Jesus has had no shortage of interpreters. 
 
As noted in the previous session, one of the first things we have to do is get out 
of the rut of thinking that there is only one Jesus. You’re better off thinking about 
the “lives” of Jesus rather than the life of Jesus. Our awareness of the origins of 
the gospels, the traditions which have formed our images of Jesus, and the 
continuing struggle of faithful people to understand the complexity and radical 
nature of Jesus’ message for the world are all critical in understanding how we 
can live an authentic Christian life today. 
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Putting Words in Jesus’ Mouth 
 
What, then, can we know about Jesus? In the years after Easter, a number of 
ways surfaced for understanding this amazing person. Miraculous birth narratives 
were developed to put him on par with the founders of other religions and cults. 
Teachings and events in Jesus’ life were passed down orally, and additional 
sayings and episodes were created conveying what the evangelists knew Jesus 
would’ve said and done if only the occasion had presented itself.  
 
As Matthew Fox says,  

“I’m struck by how creative the early Christians were. They put so many 
words in Jesus’ mouth—I think that’s very exciting. It shows that the early 
Church was totally turned on with this creativity. Where has all that creativity 
gone?” So much of what we know about Jesus and his life are not facts of 
history but images and metaphor— not historically factual but powerfully 
true nonetheless.” 

 
So the Gospels are, are … FICTION? Yes. So they’re not true?!? Consider this: 
when did Jesus ever give a direct answer to a straight question? Most of the time 
he answered with a story. With fiction. His disciples learned the lesson well. They 
knew that the stories of the Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan didn’t actually 
happen – they weren’t “history.” But were they true? Truer than true. The gospels 
are extended parables, a tribute to how well the early disciples learned to tell 
parables about the parable teller. 
 
Why haven’t most people heard any of this before? Although it’s been taught in 
our seminaries for the last 100 years, it simply hasn’t “trickled down” to the pew. 
The evidence we have as to the identity, actions, teachings, mission, and vision 
of Jesus varies widely and wildly—depending on the source and its theological 
filter. If a person is unaware of that reality, then they can be manipulated into 
believing anything—and won’t know any better.  
 
If this is new information for you today and you’re left thinking, “How dare they 
question the historical and literal truth of the Bible?”, be reminded that even the 
most hardcore literalist fundamentalist knows that the Bible is rife with parable, 
metaphor, and poetry. Consider, for instance, the old Dom Crossan chestnut: 
“Jesus is the lamb of God … But Mary didn’t have a little lamb.” 
 
When Crossan tells the story of Lincoln High School, he paints a picture of an 
idyllic tree-lined street at the end of which looms the marble-colonnaded entrance 
to the school. At the foot of the stairs is a large statue of the school’s namesake, 
Abraham Lincoln. In front of him is a large tree stump. Kneeling on the other side 
of the stump from Lincoln, eyes looking up in hope and expectation, is an African 
American slave. The slave’s arms are stretched wide so that the chains linking 
his wrists rest on the top of the stump. Feet planted firmly, lumberjack Lincoln 
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stands poised with an axe above his head ready to come down and shatter the 
chains of the slave. The question he then asks is, “Did this happen?” Well, no, 
not literally. But is it true? Absolutely.  
 
The language of metaphor, parable, and artistic representations often express 
profound truths better than the raw historical data—a reality that the evangelist 
authors of the gospels knew well. We’d do well to keep that in mind as we strive 
to know not just about Jesus, but all the Jesuses.   
 
 
 
 
Discussion Questions (following each DVD chapter) 
 
 

Chapter 1 
Elaborate on Borg’s understanding of the Bible as a human product.  
 
 
 
 
Why does Borg think its important to ask the question, “Why do you 
suppose they told this story this way?” 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2 
Since the best we can claim to have about Jesus are fragments & 
recollections, what would be your best advice to someone reading the 
Gospels?  
 
 
 
 
What is the “quest for the historical Jesus”?  
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3 
Describe some of the differences between the Synoptic Gospels and the 
Gospel according to John.  
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Why does Nelson consider “The Woman at the Well” to be such a 
significant story?  
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4  
Describe some of the motivating factors for the writing of what we now call 
the New Testament. 
 
 
 
 
How might the Christianity that developed in the East -- represented by 
the community that produced the Gospel of Thomas -- be more relevant to 
21st century Christians than the “Western” Gospels?  
 
 
 
 
If many parts of the gospels don’t actually document the “historical” Jesus, 
why do they matter?  
 
 
 
 
How does focusing on the meaning of the stories illuminate the Jesus the 
gospel writers were portraying?  
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5 
What does Crossan mean by saying, “There’s only one Gospel”?  
 
 
 

 
 
Saving Jesus Redux Theme Question:  
What element or learning from this session do you think will be most important in 
“Saving Jesus” in the 21st century? 
 


