
Did Jesus Exist? 
Blogosphere Responses 

 
www.vialogue.wordpress.com 

 
Did Jesus Exist? 
http://choiceindying.com/2012/04/11/did-jesus-exist/ (accessed April 14, 2012) 
 
11 April 2012 
Eric MacDonald 
 
The existence or non-existence of Jesus is not an issue with me, and I still find it hard to understand why it should be 
an issue with anyone else. I spent years talking about the Jesus of the gospels, his teachings, his life and death, and, 
believe it or not, his resurrection — which was the hardest part of all — and for a while Robert Funk and his Jesus 
Seminar interested me strangely, and I attempted to understand the basis upon which the Fellows of the Seminar 
distinguished between the actual words of Jesus from words put in his mouth by later myth-making and tradition. Of 
course, the latter exercise has to presuppose Jesus’ real existence as an historical person who not only said things of 
interest and importance, but whose actual words can be distinguished from sayings that are not reliably attested and 
cannot be ascribed to the apocalyptic preacher from Galilee. 
 
But still this didn’t lead me to wonder whether Bart Ehrman’s HuffPo article “Did Jesus Exist?” had anything of 
importance to say. If there is no god, and it makes no sense to speak of god in the absence of its existence — 
contrary to people like Don Cupitt and Jack Spong — then Jesus, whether as an historical or a mythical figure, must 
lose traction in the mind of anyone who has said farewell to god. So, when Ophelia Benson, Jerry Coyne (here and 
here) and Richard Carrier showed such keen interest I was mystified, and, I suppose, I still am. After all, if there is 
no god, then, whatever can be said about Jesus, there could not have been a Jesus who was more than an apocalyptic 
prophet who carried on a ministry of some kind in Palestine, and who anchored a number of mythological beliefs 
which are not directly related to anything that he said and did. Anything else, besides the sheer humanity of the man, 
and his wit and wisdom, if any, must be a mythological construction — must be, because there can be no sons of 
god if there are no gods. The most that the gospels can be is special pleading either for a mythological figure at the 
centre of a new religious movement, or the myth-making writings of people whose real human leader either died by 
crucifixion as a pretended messiah figure or even royal pretender, about whom stories were composed that 
supposedly reflected not only his wisdom, but his wonder-working powers and divine transcendence. 
 
Ehrman seems to think that his having been a lowly figure, who is supposed to have been executed as a criminal, is 
evidence that the story has an historical kernel. As he says in his HuffPo piece: 

The earliest followers of Jesus declared that he was a crucified messiah. But prior to Christianity, there 
were no Jews at all, of any kind whatsoever, who thought that there would be a future crucified messiah. 
The messiah was to be a figure of grandeur and power who overthrew the enemy. Anyone who wanted to 
make up a messiah would make him like that. 

However, as Ehrman would surely be the first to acknowledge, there was no other kind of messiah figure available. 
Messiahs are mythical beings. [VIA: This assertion here by MacDonald is wrong, as Ehrman even addresses in his 
book. Messiahs were very much human. What evidence does MacDonald give for this statement?] As I shall suggest 
below, there is reason to think that Christianity was given a fillip by the defeat of the Jews in the First Jewish War 
(66-72 CE), and the destruction of the Temple. But long before that there were lots of pretended messiahs, as the 
historical record indicates. [VIA: Not sure how “pretended” is justified here?] Modern Jerusalem is not the only time 
this supposedly sacred place has been a magnet for messianic pretenders, all of whom, in the past, if not dismissed 
with contempt, were dispatched peremptorily by the authorities, who did not want riots over mythical beings at the 
holy seasons. So, if there was to be a messiah, the only available candidates would have had to have been 
contemptible (in social terms), people who would have been most likely to have run afoul of the law, as Richard 
Carrier points out. [VIA: But this seems to be the point. “Messiahs” are “people” which is the argument for the 
historicity of Jesus.] Making a virtue of necessity in this way is precisely what new religious movements are adept 
at. Explaining away the obvious objections is just what creating a myth of a lowly messiah would need to do, and 



that would simply stoke the fires of imagination. A figure of grandeur and military power and nobility would be the 
unlikeliest of figures to be a messiah, no matter what prophecies may say. Generals and Tyrants do not, after all, 
usually go into business for the sake of raising up the lowly or fulfilling ends dreamed in desperation. Even Ehrman 
would have to acknowledge that. A crucified messiah is just the ticket, and since it is a good guess that there were a 
number of such figures from which to choose, it wouldn’t be hard to develop a myth around the type of messiah 
which the myth invoked. 
 
What is decisive, to my mind, against the existence of a single figure around which the Christian myth crystallised, 
is the fact that the gospel narratives are so conflicting, especially when it comes to the mythical parts, but the 
teaching conflicts too, and no one person is plausible as the speaker of all the words uttered by the gospel Jesus. The 
birth narratives in Matthew and Luke are entirely incompatible, and the resurrection narratives are no better; and in 
neither case are the disagreements such as might be expected from witnesses whose testimony is not entirely 
consistent. Perfect consistency almost always points to collusion, but differing about where Jesus would and did 
appear — whether in Jerusalem or Galilee — is simply too big of a mistake to support belief that the resurrection 
narratives are the result of eyewitness testimony. [VIA: All of this addressed in Ehrman’s book. Conclusion: The 
discrepancies are irrelevant to the question of Jesus’s historicity.] 
 
What might give historical weight to the narratives is something about which they agree, where agreement is 
unexpected and unlikely. This may be the case in the birth narratives, present only in Matthew and Luke. The birth 
narratives in these two gospels conflict at almost every point. The only common features seem to be Nazareth and 
Bethlehem, though for different reasons. Does this limited agreement point to a historical core? Since Bethlehem 
and Nazareth are used for entirely different reasons in the two gospels, I judge the coincidence to be more likely the 
result of a common myth-making activity, in which it was believed, for prophetic reasons, that the messiah should 
be related to these places; but since there is no prophetic evidence for the messianic importance of either Bethlehem 
or Nazareth, the agreement is probably related to a common myth-making activity, than it is to the existence of an 
historical person who was born in Bethlehem and grew up in Nazareth. And while it is difficult to exclude the 
strongly Galilean aspects of the story, it should also be remarked that, though Galilee was a highly urbanised, pagan 
region, the gospels seem profoundly ignorant of this fact. There is very little sense of geographical place in the 
gospels, and though some of the parables do evoke familiarity with some features of Judaea, these are incidental 
features which would have been familiar to most country places in the region — birds, lilies, fishing, stony ground, 
weeds, vineyards, etc. [VIA: This seems (a) inaccurate as the Gospels talk about various aspects of Galilean 
geography (e.g. “the other side of the lake,” “the mountain” “the Jordan,” “Caesarea Philippi,” references to the 
cities of Capernaum, Bethsaida, Korazin, Tyre, and Sidon, etc.) and (b) what’s the point? Even if the Gospels had 
zero references to Galilee, that is not evidence of myth-making. 
 
In his book Who Killed Jesus? Dominic Crossan gives a very vivid appreciation of how mythmaking, and 
the historicisation of prophecy, probably took place in relation to the crucifixion (or passion)-resurrection narratives. 
If we think of the passion-resurrection narratives as prophecy historicised, as Crossan suggests we do, it becomes 
clear why there are so many glaring disagreements amongst the gospels. It would indicate that there were probably 
centres of Christian activity both in Jerusalem and in Galilee, and possibly elsewhere, and that their testimony did 
not agree — that it was based, not on events that actually occurred, but on the diverse creative activities of different 
myth-making groups of believers, possibly refugees from a messianic attempt to bring about a supernatural 
transformation in Jerusalem. Perhaps it even resulted in the death by crucifixion of the leader, and he was not likely 
the first to suffer such a fate. Having fled, they began, separately, to mythicise and historicise both the life of the 
leader as well as the supposed prophecies that were thought relevant to his failed attempt to bring about God’s 
decisive action to redeem his people. There may have been several such messianic leaders who attracted many of the 
same followers, so there may well have been a tradition of attempts to make sense of an ongoing process of 
challenging the existing authorities, failing, and then trying again. This would have been related, but not identical to, 
the many revolutionary attempts to break Roman dominance in Palestine. All this is consistent with what we know 
of the Essenes, as well as the Sicarii and other revolutionaries, movements which came to a head in 70 CE, with the 
destruction of the Temple, as well as in 132-26 CE, with the Bar Kokhba insurrection. Remembering that the 
gospels were almost certainly written after the 66-72 CE insurrection and the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 
70 CE, there were no doubt many such mythmaking, prophecy-historicising exercises underway in the region. What 
is remarkable is that the exercise which resulted in Christianity, and the one that issued in Rabbinic Judaism, 
flourished at the same time, that there are signs that they were related, and that both were based on processes of 
scriptural exegesis, and myth-making based on tragic and far-reaching historical failure. [VIA: There are too many 



inconsistent and unsubstantiated claims in this paragraph. Suffice to say, that (a), even if prophecy was historicized, 
the entire premise of this argument is that it is based upon an actual historical person. (b) there is no evidence that 
this is the case in the Gospels.] 
 
I guess my point in all this is that I cannot see in the Christian tradition any reason to believe in the existence of an 
overpowering, supernatural figure such as Jesus became in the years following the disasters of the First Jewish War, 
which ended with the conquest of Masada and the suicide of all its defenders and their families in 72 CE. These 
were, for the people engaged in them, cataclysmic events of almost cosmic proportions. Without them, it is doubtful 
that the Jesus movement would have developed at all. [VIA: This is just imaginative. As Ehrman points out, and 
other historians, the movement of Jesus developed far before 72 CE, with oral and written traditions going back as 
early as the early 30s] It was one Jewish response to the events of the defeat of the rebellion, and the destruction of 
the Temple, just as Rabbinic Judaism was another. The Jesus movement became much more syncretistic than 
Rabbinic Judaism, and thus incorporated elements of pagan mythology [VIA: Again, something Ehrman discusses 
in his book, how the spreading movement adopted language from the cultures to which Christianity spread thus 
giving the impression of “incorporation.” Rather, it was more “replacement of”], especially beliefs having to do with 
divine visitations and epiphanies, redemption myths and rites of purification. Much of this took place with the help 
of Paul, who mythicised not only the supposed saviour at the centre of Christianity, but also mythicised himself, and 
his mission. He pictures himself as an opponent and then as a disciple, an apostle, equal in dignity to the twelve, 
who were themselves in the process of mythicisation, a process in full tilt in the sequel to Luke, the Acts of the 
Apostles. 
 
I do find it a bit dismaying that Bart Ehrman, who has taken a lead in showing the gospel stories to be an unreliable 
basis upon which the build a faith, should so strongly condemn others who are working the same seam, trying to 
show that the Christian scriptures as we have them cannot be taken as evidence for the existence of the man 
described so fulsomely therein. That there never was a man who is plausibly described as the gospels describe Jesus 
goes, I think, without saying. The stories are obviously heavily worked over pieces of religious fiction, a way of 
turning defeat into victory. Whether there was an historical person around whom these stories crystallised in the first 
place seems to be a question without a reliable answer. However, contrary to Ehrman, I do not think we have 
sources close to the time of Jesus that can corroborate any parts of the story. Ophelia quotes from the book which 
Ehrman is touting in his HuffPo piece to this effect: 

The view that Jesus existed is found in multiple independent sources that must have been circulating 
throughout various regions of the Roman Empire in the decades before the Gospels that survive were 
produced. [my italics] 

That ‘must’ is a conjectural must, and so far as I know there is no evidence for it, and Ehrman’s unlovely parti 
pris about academic expertise, though distracting, does not produce any. [VIA: Uh, yes he does. Though not 
completely and perhaps not convincingly to skeptics, but evidence is provided.] I certainly do not put myself 
forward as a scholarly expert in these matters, [VIA: Which is evidenced by what is coming next] yet I think it is 
much more likely that Jesus is a compilation fashioned within exiled messianic communities which had known (and 
possibly also followed) a number of messianic pretenders, until, after their final defeat in the Jewish War, by 
reworking their myths they came to the “realisation” that their real vindication had already come and they had not 
recognised it. Their failure to respond (in this reworked message of messianic figures) is represented, in the 
gospels, by Peter’s denial, and the flight of the disciples. Many Christian apologists use these accounts as proof that 
the resurrection took place as an historical event, since men who had fled in fear now are ready to declare 
courageously that “this Jesus, whom you crucified, God has made both Lord and Christ.” (Acts 2.36) These events 
in the gospel narrative should be seen as representing the long history of failure to recognise their god working in 
ways simply misunderstood over many years and many failures. By then it was clear that Roman arms would not be 
overcome by the power of god. Other forms of faithfulness were required. These problems of life in the absence of 
the old Isaianic hope of Jerusalem as a beacon to the nations had to be resolved by redirecting religious energies in 
different directions. An unexpected outcome was the growth of two religions, which would, in time, become 
fratricidal, as each condemned the other. Neither can securely anchor their beliefs in history. They are simply 
different ways of understanding how life will go well on the basis of belief in a being imagined thousands of years 
before as one who would be faithful in his own way to his covenanted people. 
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I think some people misunderstood my intentions regarding my recent post about the historical Jesus: Did Jesus 
Exist? My answer to that question is no (and I will get to the reasons presently), not because I think like the 
mythicists (apparently) described by Ehrman in his new book, for historical truth is as important to me as scientific 
truth, and it is essential that belief that Jesus existed or did not exist is not ideological, but based on a reasonably 
sober assessment of the facts. [VIA: None of which are dealt with in the previous post.] And although my 
reading and knowledge is not extensive enough to give me authority, I have not read a single book that was not 
written by experts in the field, so I have no knowledge of so-called mythicists or their claims, except by very recent 
report — although from time to time readers of this blog have suggested such texts to me. 
 
The importance of history, and of accuracy in history, should be evident to everyone who cares about the truth. I 
gather, from James McGrath’s two part review of Bart Ehrman’s book, that the main focus of the book is directed 
towards the confutation of those Ehrman calls  (or thinks of as) mythicists, largely amateur historians who dispute 
the academic consensus of those who are counted as experts in the historical-critical study of the Bible and fields 
related to that study, such as archaeology, textual criticism, socio-historical studies of first century Judaism, etc. 
There is an honorable place for amateur historians, so their being amateurs cannot be held against them, and since I 
have not read any of them, I cannot judge as to the accuracy of their work. Bart Ehrman is convinced that their work 
is based on supposition, confusion and error, and Dr. Ehrman is a scholar of repute, and his judgement must be taken 
seriously, even if, in the end, we want to question it. But we must have good reasons for doing so, and this cannot be 
based upon the careless supposition or tendentious (or conspiracy theory type) arguments that Jesus was a 
mythological figure. [VIA: Which, honestly, were presented in the previous post.] 
 
Now to my own concerns. In my post (already alluded to) on whether Jesus existed or not, I came down firmly on 
the side of non liquet, and suggested an alternative reading that apparently no one had suggested before. I do not 
want this suggestion to mislead. I have no arguments in favour of the suggestion, just a few hints and guesses, so it 
doesn’t amount to anything more than a trial balloon, or, to be honest, a kind of stand-in for an alternative reading of 
the evidence. The assumption lying behind that alternative reading is simply a guess, but it was not, I think, a wholly 
ridiculous one. It might be, of course, since I have no evidence to back it up. The assumption was that there is no 
Jesus of history as such, but that the figure of Jesus in the gospels is composed of a pastiche of reflections on 
possibly a number of messianic figures or pretenders at or around the time that the man referred to as Jesus — if he 
existed at all — flourished. Since the quest for the historical Jesus has produced so many different and 
conflicting Jesuses, so many, indeed, that it is hard to think that the evidence in the canonical gospels, let alone the 
non-canonical ones, could have all applied without qualification to one man, the evidence points either to a fertile 
mythmaking imagination or to a number of messianic figures and movements out of which the Jesus movement 
developed. However, as I have said, I do not want that suggestion to mislead people as to my own position on these 
questions. I am not actively involved, and do not intend to involve myself, in a close historical study of the evidence. 
I simply do not think it matters. [VIA: This is confusing. Then why is MacDonald writing? That’s the whole point of 
Ehrman’s presentation, and appears to be what MacDonald is saying (he, MacDonald, appears to be speaking with 
forked-tongue here) that evidence does matter. Yet, he will not involve himself “in a close historical study of the 
evidence”?] 
 
To put that point in perspective, consider the following quotation from John Dominic Crossan about the products of 
the quest for the historical Jesus: 
 

There is a Jesus as a political revolutionary by S.G.F. Brandon (1967), as a magician by Morton Smith 
(1978), as a Galilean charismatic by Geza Vermes (1981. 1984), and a Galilean Rabbi by Bruce Chilton 
(1984), as Hillelite or proto-Pharisee by Harvey Falk (1985), as an Essene by Harvey Falk (1985), and as 
an eschatological prophet by E.P. Sanders (1985) … But that stunning diversity is an academic 
embarrassment. It is impossible to avoid the suspicion that historical Jesus research is a very safe place to 
do theology and call it history, to do autobiography and call it biography. [quote from John Dominic 



Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Peasant, xxviii, in Hector Avalos, The End of 
Biblical Studies, 198] [VIA: But this rhetorical listing is not evidence of non-existence. No doubt, theology 
is done in the name of history. But this is not evidence, and is neither for nor against Jesus’ historicity.] 

 
Put that alongside this confident assertion by James F. McGrath in the second part of his two-part review (linked 
above) of Bart Ehrman’s book on the historical Jesus: 
 

In the third part of the book, Ehrman asks whether we can know more than the absolute bare minimum, 
such as the name of this figure and that he was crucified. Ehrman answers yes, and outlines the scholarly 
consensus about the Jewish setting of Jesus (including information about other groups that existed in his 
time), explains some of the key things historians look for in material to assess its historicity, and then 
surveys briefly the evidence that Jesus was an apocalypticist who wrongly expected the dawn of the 
kingdom of God in the near future, his ethical teaching as a response to that expectation of the imminent 
end, as well as who he associated with and what he said about and did in the temple. 
 

So Ehrman’s Jesus is, like E.P. Sanders’ or Albert Schweitzer’s, an apocalyptic prophet, but not, note, a political 
revolutionary, a Galilean sage, a magician, a proto-Pharisee, an Essene or even a cynic sage or Mediterranean 
peasant (which seems to be Crossan’s favourite characterisation), and Ehrman’s characterisation of him as an 
apocalyptist scarcely amounts to a contribution to a growing consensus of opinion about the historical Jesus, since 
all the other supposed Jesuses are still somehow in play within the community whose consensus is held — with 
some justice — to be determinative for what we can confidently say about history. 
 
Does that make Jesus into a purely mythical figure? Well, no, it doesn’t, but it does tend to make the evangelical 
Jesus (the Jesus of the evangelists or gospel writers), if he was an identifiable historical person who lived in first 
century Galilee and Judaea, more of a cipher than a man. Given this fact, I have to wonder about this comment made 
by James F. McGrath on my earlier post: 
 

Well, I am obviously not a Biblical apologist. But in response to the questions, there are a few things about 
which we can be confident beyond reasonable doubt – an individual named Jesus, whose followers 
believed him to be the Messiah, and who was crucified. There are others that are highly probable – that he 
spoke of the temple’s destruction and the dawn of the kingdom of God within the near future. Not that it is 
impossible to dispute these things – anything can be disputed if one tries hard enough. But that is why we 
look to the consensus of experts and not merely the latest attempt of someone to challenge the consensus, 
which is of course what scholars do, but in most cases without overturning the consensus, because if there 
is a consensus at all, it is usually well-founded, since academics are always seeking to be original, and tend 
to agree only about those things that are well-founded and for which a convincing case has been made. 

 
Now, I have to say that I do not know that there is consensus around the particular points picked out in 
this comment. Clearly, McGrath is of the Schweitzer-Sanders school of historical Jesus scholars. Those who do not 
think of Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet would suggest that the comment about the Temple is really a vaticinia ex 
eventu, a prediction after the fact, and not a reliably attested saying of an historical individual in the first few 
decades of the first century. But that leads me to ask some very searching questions about the other things that 
McGrath thinks are reliably known about the Jesus character at the centre of the Christian myth. 
 
And that raises an acute problem. There seems to be no doubt that we are dealing here with myth. [VIA: “No 
doubt?”] However much Christians may want to find a foundational figure on which to base Christian faith, even 
allowing for the effect of history in severely qualifying many of the supernatural aspects of the story, the general 
tenour of the story is mythological. Do away with those mythological aspects of the story, and the whole thing is 
reduced to a fairly bland story about a failed messianic figure. It is at this point that scholars like James McGrath 
think they have glue with which to tether the story to history. Here is McGrath’s description of the glue (which 
faithfully follows Ehrman, so far as I can make out): 
 

… aspects of the Jesus story simply would not have been invented by anyone wanting to make up a new 
Savior. The earliest followers of Jesus declared that he was a crucified messiah. But prior to Christianity, 
there were no Jews at all, of any kind whatsoever, who thought that there would be a future crucified 



messiah. The messiah was to be a figure of grandeur and power who overthrew the enemy. Anyone who 
wanted to make up a messiah would make him like that. Why did the Christians not do so? Because they 
believed specifically that Jesus was the Messiah. And they knew full well that he was crucified. The 
Christians did not invent Jesus. They invented the idea that the messiah had to be crucified. 
 

That first claim is one that we may doubt. Even Hermann Reimarus in the 18th century — who set the quest for the 
historical Jesus in motion — recognised that authors can create realities merely by writing things down: 
 

Thus it is [says Reimarus] with all these miracles. Nothing is easier for the writer than to imagine them. It 
is no more trouble for him to put down three thousand than three hundred, his pen governs and orders all 
nature … [quoted Avalos, op. cit., 196] 

 
Avalos makes the same point with regard to William Dever, who places strict limits on what the myth-making 
imagination is capable of. Criticising biblical minimalists like Tom Thompson, Dever writes: 
 

Propaganda characteristically and deliberately distorts, but it does not freely invent. [Ibid., 209] 
 
Compare that to McGrath’s “aspects of the Jesus story simply would not have been invented by anyone wanting to 
make up a new Savior.” Which only has to be read to be denied. There is absolutely no reason why we should deny 
that there is any aspect of the Jesus story that could not have been invented. [VIA: Including Pilate, Herod the Great, 
the Temple, Galilee, the Jordan River, Judean wilderness, Roman Centurion in Capernaum, Caesarea Philippi, and 
on, and on, and on, etc., etc., etc.?] 
 
Take the crucifixion of Jesus, for example. In the gospels the crucifixion of Jesus is accompanied by an almost 
Byzantine complexity of court appearances, appearances before Herod, private conversations with Pilate, Jewish 
leaders lusting for his blood, and then that last, lonely walk to Calvary, jeered on his way by crowds of Jews denying 
their redeemer. McGrath says that the fact that these dramatic events were not mentioned in contemporary non-
Christian sources is easily dismissed: 
 

It is true that Jesus is not mentioned in any Roman sources of his day. That should hardly count against his 
existence, however, since these same sources mention scarcely anyone from his time and place. 
 

But for Pilate to have gone to such extreme lengths to try to free Jesus from the wrath of his own people, or to have 
bothered, in the first place, to try the case himself, when such figures as Jesus were more likely to have been 
peremptorily despatched by persons lower in the chain of command, without fanfare, and then no one to have 
written about it, does seem, on the face of it, historically improbable. 
 
None of this means that a man named Jesus (or Joshua), around whom these mythical events grew in the intense 
religious and political atmosphere of the time, did not exist, [VIA: I suppose this is what is baffling about these blog 
posts, and other discussions. This is the exact point that Ehrman fundamentally poses, as well as others.] but it does 
suggest that the figure of Jesus, whoever he was, has been buried under accretions of religious mythology which are 
unlikely to be penetrable by the historical resources available to us almost 2000 years later. [VIA: Which then ought 
to be judged on its own historical merits, as Ehrman does.] As a foil to the historical Jesus quest Hector Avalos uses 
the example of the supposed Marian apparitions at Medjugorje in Yugoslavia (1981), and how quickly conflicting 
legends about the apparitions grew. Besides being a test case for the growth of mythologies, this can also be taken as 
test of assumptions about the use of contemporary accounts as historically reliable evidence. All of the accounts are 
biased. McGrath suggests that this should not mean that we cannot use the accounts as sources of history, for 
historians are, he says, accustomed to distinguishing bias from more or less straightforward reporting, and thus 
correcting for it. However, when we have sources as diverse as the four gospels — not to mention the great number 
of non-canonical gospels that have been identified within the last few decades — and no information about who 
wrote them, or where they were written, the task of separating fact from fiction becomes very difficult indeed, 
especially since they are all held by so many scholars who study them, to be foundational texts for the faith of 
Christians. 
 



Consider that last point. We have no idea who wrote the gospels or where they were written. Regarding the question 
of resurrection, McGrath says, in the second part of his review of Ehrman’s book: 
 

Recent studies have either challenged the notion that there were gods who died and rose again at all – most 
purported examples did one or the other, not both – or have cautiously suggested that such cults may have 
existed in some places but were not widespread and are not well evidenced. Neither scholarly viewpoint 
places such cults in Palestine where Christianity arose. [my italics] 

 
But since we do not know where the gospels were written, or by whom, and have very little information about 
relationships amongst the traditions in which the idea of resurrection grew, or where such traditions originated, there 
is no way of telling whether there were local legends of dying and rising gods which could have been fed into the 
growing mythology of the Christ figure at the centre of early Christianity. Nor is there any reason why it could not 
have been simply invented. For example, it is well-known that Mark did not originally include a resurrection 
tradition. And are we underestimating the extent to which evangelical traditions were disseminated and shared 
amongst early groups of believers? 
 
McGrath asks us not to forget that the gospels were not sacred scripture for the first believers, but do we know that? 
They weren’t canonical scriptures in the ecumenical council sense, since the canon was not fixed until much later, 
and some believers continued to venerate gospels as holy which had already been dismissed by the growing 
catholicism of the fourth and fifth centuries. The “heretical” Christianities of Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Arabia, Persia and 
Ethiopia (the latter as an outrider), which created sophisticated civilisations which were in turn inherited and 
assimilated (and to a large extent suppressed) by Muslim invaders, held beliefs at variance with the “orthodoxy” of 
the West; but nowhere in this long historical process does it appear that the “scriptures” of the various groups were 
not very quickly adopted as authoritative voices for faith in the communities which adopted them, and in which they 
were produced. Even in Paul’s day accusations of heresy, and of wolves in sheep’s clothing, were well developed. It 
is difficult to believe that these accusations and counter-accusations were not based on early written accounts which 
were taken to be in some sense holy, and therefore authoritative for faith. 
 
Let’s bring this — already too long — post to an end. Nothing that I have said should give comfort the so-called 
mythicists. I do not have any particular reason for believing that there was no historical person at the centre of 
Christian belief. But I do not think that that person is described in the canonical gospels, nor is it evident to me that 
there is a scholarly consensus about the historical outline of what this person was like or what he actually said. I 
think there needs to be more clarity about what is meant by the term “the historical Jesus.” How much of the gospels 
needs to be true in order to claim historicity for the Jesus described therein? [VIA: So here I would concede this 
point. There is much historical work that needs to be done, partnered with literary, form, and redaction criticism.] 
The things which Dr. McGrath thinks are known with a great deal of certainty seem to me to be based on 
speculation, not on strong historical evidence. But here I must leave the matter. It is not one of great importance, in 
my view, and is one of those puzzles which will never be satisfactorily settled, at least so long as the truth of the 
legends is held to be of critical importance for religious faith. 
 
 
 
Ehrman’s Folly 
http://trumpetpower.com/pub/Ehrman%27s%20Folly.html (accessed April 14, 2012) 
 
by Ben Goren 
April 4, 2012  
 
In his latest book, Did Jesus Exist?, Bart Ehrman demonstrates a degree of intellectual and academic dishonesty I 
cannot remember ever encountering before outside of religious propaganda. 
 
Mr. Ehrman would have us believe, in short, that Jesus was not, as the Gospels describe him, the virgin-born 
miracle-working son of YHWH who raised the dead and himself rose from death to fly into the sky accompanied by 
angels — but, on the other hand, that the Gospels are reliable sources that tell us, in his words, that “Jesus was a 



Jewish man, known to be a preacher and teacher, who was crucified (a Roman form of execution) in Jerusalem 
during the reign of the Roman emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pliate was the governor of Judea.” And he bases his 
claims on his own unevidenced reconstructions of multiple generations of sources he has declared that the Gospels 
were based upon. 
 
Yes, you read that right. According to Mr. Ehrman, the Gospels got 99 44/100% of the facts worng about Jesus, but 
Mr. Ehrman is uniquely qualified to identify exactly the 0.56% that they got right, and that that’s enough to 
absolutely conclude that “Jesus did exist, whether we like it or not.” 
 
Before I continue, permit me to shamelessly steal from somebody whom I’m ashamed to admit I’ve long since 
forgotten. 
 
Santa is real! He lives year-round in Florida, his name is, “Harold,” he hates kids, he’s allergic to reindeer, and he’s 
never given anybody a Christmas present in his entire life. But he’s the real Santa! [VIA: The problem with this 
analogy, as good historical research will yield, is that the modern “Santa” myth has actual historical grounds in 
actual historical people. The stories may have emerged from Greek Bishop Basil of Caesarea in the 4th c., or more 
plausibly, an Asian (modern Turkey) monk named Saint Nicholas in the 3rd c. (~280 AD). The story’s popularity 
then continued to flourish through The Netherlands and Germany, thus yielding the names “Sinter Klauss” and 
“Kriss Kringle.”]  
 
The point being, of course, just how little does the “historical” Jesus have to have in common with the Jesus whom 
Christians know and love for him to qualify as being the “real” Jesus? 
 
If it’s just the name, no problem! Josephus alone mentions scads of men with that name. Indeed, it seems the name 
was as popular in first century Judea as it remains today — though, of course, it’s commonly spelled “Joshua” these 
days. 
 
Of course, simply sharing a name isn’t enough. But how about a Jesus who was crucified by the Romans? Again, no 
problem! The Romans hung Jesus ben Stada up to dry, but in the second centry. Maybe that’s still good enough? 
 
Or, how about a Rabbi Jesus? We’ve got one of those, too. King Herod Agrippa — the King Herod the Gospels 
record as reigning at the time of the Crucifixion — made Jesus ben Damneus the High Priest. 
 
The fact of the matter is, you can pick many of the well-known attributes of Jesus Christ and find somewhere a 
reference to a man named, “Jesus,” who has that attribute. However, I don’t think you can find anybody with two 
such attributes, and you certainly can’t find any credible reference to anybody who could have been crucified in the 
mid-thirties with any of those attributes. [VIA: As if “I don’t think” counts as good historiology. And, yes, you can 
find credible reference as per Ehrman’s work.]  
 
Ultimately, Mr. Ehrman is arguing for a Jesus who was something more than just any random schmuck with that 
name who lived somewhere in the Middle East in the first century, but something quite less than the everlasting 
virgin-born Word of YHWH, crucified on the order of Pilate after a stint as a miracle worker in Agrippa’s Judea. 
But, in doing so, Mr. Ehrman is arguing that we should accept his claim that child-hating Harold of Florida is the 
real Santa. [VIA: This is quite an unfortunate rhetorical non sequitur.]  
 
So, we must now examine the case not for the existence of the Jesus of Christianity, but rather some other individual 
who, confusingly enough, shares the same name and a couple insignificant biographical details. Specifically, Mr. 
Ehrman believes in a Jesus who was a Jewish preacher and teacher crucified during the reign of Pontius Pilate. 
Towards the end of his book, Mr. Ehrman indicates that he believes that his Jesus was born into poverty and was 
either a carpenter or a carpenter’s son. He began his public ministry while trapped in a poverty-stricken lower-class 
life. He was an “The end is nigh! Repent!” type of preacher. He was baptized by John the Baptist. He “raised the ire 
of Pharisees,” causing a ruckus in the Temple but not at the scale depicted by the Gospels. Pilate personally ordered 
his crucifixion after a brief trial at the beginning of Pesach, the holiest holiday of them all. Roman soliders flogged 
Mr. Ehrman's Jesus on his way to the Cross, and he was dead within six hours. 
 



What evidence does Mr. Ehrman present that such a man ever lived? Charitably…none at all. 
 
Mr. Ehrman starts with the usual litany of Pagan authors who mentioned the upstart cult of lunatic nutjobs known as 
“Christians” and their wacky beliefs. He, however, preditcably, neglects to draw attention to the fact that none of 
these sources were even born until long after the end of Pilate’s reign, or to the fact that the Pagans are — did I 
mention? — describing the wacky beliefs of a bunch of lunatic nutjobs. [VIA: I may be done with this article. Goren 
is exemplifying here that he is not doing history, but is rather a rhetorical dogmatist.]  
 
Next, again predictably, Mr. Ehrman drags poor Josephus into the ring. Josephus, again, was born years after all this 
was supposed to have gone down, [VIA: 37 C.E.] and even Mr. Ehrman acknowledges that the infamous 
Testamonium has, at best, been tampered with. An honest scholar would admit that the evidence has been tampered 
with and thus, regretably, lacking additional evidence (such as, say, the palimpsest tracings underneath the 
alteration), no conclusions can reliably be made other than the fact that we know, without doubt, that, whatever 
Josepus wrote, it wasn’t what Eusebuis claims he did. [VIA: This “lack of conclusiveness” as Ehrman himself states, 
neither hurts nor helps. And, Ehrman states that the core of what is written in the Testamonium goes back to 
Josephus himself rather than Eusebius.] Sadly, Mr. Ehrman displays his dishonesty as a scholar when he invents, out 
of whole cloth, his own “reconstruction” of what he thinks Josephus really meant to write. And, surprise! Josephus, 
according to Mr. Ehrman, meant to write exactly what Mr. Ehrman has fantasized about his non-Jesus Jesus. 
 
Continuing to follow the pattern, Mr. Ehrman turns to the Gospels. Most Westerners are so familiar with the Gospels 
that they don’t recognize the lunacy that runs throughout, but take even a small step back and it instantly becomes 
apparent. Never mind the virgins giving birth and the walking on water and what-not. The whole thrust of the story 
begins with Jesus revivifying Lazarus’s putrid corpse over the objections and to the horror of his family (John 
11:39). The local townsfolk finally decide that this is the last straw, and so they hold a kangaroo court and order 
Jesus crucified. Normally, that would be the end of the matter, but not (of course!) in this case. At the moment Jesus 
gives up the ghost, the sky goes dark, there’s an earthquake, and a horde of zombies descends upon downtown 
Jerusalem (Matthew 27:50-53). The zombie horde doesn’t get mentioned again for some reason, but Jesus does get 
managed to get tucked away in a cave where he lays for a couple days, only to rise from the dead himself. And, just 
to make absolutely certain that there’s no doubt whatsoever that Jesus really is the King of the Zombies, he orders 
Doubting Thomas to stick his fingers in his gaping chest wound and fondle his intestines (John 20:24-29). Shortly 
thereafter — or maybe a month and a half later, depending on which version you prefer — Jesus is seen levitating 
towards the sky from a hill overlooking Jerusalem. 
 
Once again, Mr. Ehrman chooses to ignore everything that the Gospels actually say about Jesus and instead 
reconstructs from them his fantasy of a to-him plausible Jesus of history. Never mind that everything in the Gospels 
about Jesus is chock-full of the fantastical, Mr. Ehrman strips all the wheat away and attempts to feast on the few 
pieces of non-supernatural chaff left over. To him, the Gospels are impossibly unreliable in virtually every detail, 
yet unimpeachable sources when it comes to the few pieces that align with his own personal fantasy of Jesus. [VIA: 
The problem with this little tyrade is that Ehrman himself states that he has no personal investment in the kind of 
Jesus that emerges from this history. So, either Goren is right about Ehrman’s bias and Ehrman is lying, or Ehrman 
is being intellectually honest and Goren is misperceiving. Second, stripping away the fantastical to get to the non-
supernatural is the job of the historian, is it not? And as we have seen in other examples, that is precisely what 
historiology is all about.] 
 
It is at this point that Mr. Ehrman pulls his piÃ¨ce de rÃ©sistance out of his nether-regions. Not being satisfied with 
the Gospels, which are self-described hearsay (see Luke 1:1), [VIA: Again, this is Goren’s dogmatic rhetoric. 
“Hearsay” is decidedly “unsubstantiated.” Luke’s testimony is decidedly one of historical “investigation.”] written 
in Greek, which describe events that didn’t happen until the Roman conquest of Jerusalem in 70 CE, and of which 
the oldest extant copies are fragments from no earlier than the third century, [VIA: Which may not be true anymore 
given the fragment (P52) of the Gospel of John which may date to the very early 2nd]  Mr. Ehrman invents, out of 
even more elaborate cloth than that which he used for his reconstruction of the Testamonium, a whole series of pre-
Gospel “sources.” 
 
For quite some time, it’s been obvious that the Gospel writers were shameless plagiarists. There are extended 
passages directly lifted, word-for-word, from each other. However, the copying isn’t exactly linear, and some 
scholars have performed analyses that have suggested that it’s more plausible that they were instead copying from 



an older source today referred to as “Q.” Mr. Ehrman uses Q as evidence for an historical Jesus, even though nobody 
can even say for certain that it even ever existed. Worse, Mr. Ehrman notes that the Gospels and presumably Q were 
all written in Greek, but his Jesus would have spoken Aramaic. Yet, since there are a couple token words of Aramaic 
here and there in the Gospels, that means, to Mr. Ehrman, that there must be an entire lineage of written and oral 
traditions over the years, morphing from Aramaic into Greek, and he cites all of those as historical evidence for his 
Jesus. And, as if even that wasn’t enough, he has the unmitigated gall to claim that at least one of these phantasms 
constitutes an actual eyewiness source. 
 
The chutzpah Mr. Ehrman displays with this fabrication is astounding. This is academic dishonesty on the grandest 
possible scale. [VIA: Looking forward to hearing why…]  
 
And even if there were some way to come up with a not-implausible reconstruction of the source(s) the Gospels 
plagiarized from, that still wouldn’t tell us anything other than the “what.” The “who,” “where,” “when,” “why,” 
and “how” all remain unaswered. For all we know, it could have been a literary exercise, a sincere effort in religious 
piety, or a concerted effort by one or more conmen to create a scam religion (such as Jim Jones or the Raelians or 
the Scientologists or Joseph Smith) for the purpose of defauding the marks. [VIA: I guess we’ll never hear why…] 
 
Indeed, all this tells us is that Mr. Ehrman is not at all to be trusted as an expert on matters of history. However, it 
still leaves open the question of who or what Jesus was, as well as how we can know the answers to those questions. 
 
But first, permit me a diversion as I examine the evidence for a man who might rightly lay claim to the title of “best-
evidenced figure in all of history.” 
 
I refer, of course, to Gaius Julius Caesar, Emperor of Rome, who met an untimely death on the Senate floor at the 
knife of his trusted Brutus, amongst others. 
 
First of all, we have Caesar’s own writings, including an extensive autobiographical account of his conquest of 
Gaul. And, though all that remains are copies of copies of copies of the original manuscript, we also have 
corroborating evidence from archaelogical digs performed at sites that Caesar mentions which confirm the details he 
gives. That is, when Caesar wrote that so many Roman soldiers camped at such-and-such a location for so long, you 
can go to that place, put a shovel in the ground, and dig up garbage and fire pits and what-not that one would expect 
that many Roman soldiers to have left behind, and carbon dating puts the detritus there in the first century BCE. 
 
And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. We have (copies of copies of) letters Caesar wrote and letters others wrote to 
him, including in some cases both sides of the conversation. And we have other (copies of) contemporary documents 
that people wrote about him or referencing him, as well as the accounts of historians writing in the aftermath of his 
assassiantion and in every generation ever since. 
 
That’s just the documentary evidence, which is important but ultimately unreliable, considering that, as I mentioned, 
all we have are centuries-late copies of copies of copies of copies. 
 
But I already mentioned some of the archaeological evidence, and that again is just the tip of the iceberg. We know 
exactly what he looked like; we have statues of him, made during his lifetime. There are numerous contemporary 
inscriptions bearing his name on the buildings and monuments and what-not he ordered constructed. 
 
Indeed, the evidence for Caesar’s existence is so prevalent that you can purchase, for your very own collection, for 
about as much as you spend on a month’s worth of rent or mortgage payment, a coin minted during Caesar’s reign 
with his likeness upon it — a likeness recognizeable from the statues we have of him. 
 
Now, back to Jesus — or the lack thereof — there is actually quite an extensive historical record for one to examine 
outside of the late and laughable sources Mr. Ehrman and the rest of the historicists turn to. 
 
Most importantly is something unprecedented in Classical studies: quite literally, an entire library full of original 
documents. And, by “original,” I mean the real pieces of parchment with original penmanship by the authors, written 
by Jews living in and around Jerusalem before, during, and after all possible dates for Jesus’s existence. 



I refer, of course to the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
 
And, though you’ll find the oldest extant copies of the Hebrew Bible, including the very passages of Isaiah that 
Christians claim prophesized Jesus’s arrival, and though you’ll find beatitudes (but not the ones you’re thinking of), 
and though you’ll find treatises on war and peace and community relations and pretty much everything else Jesus 
preached about, you’ll not find a single hint of a mention of anybody who could possibly be mistraken for 
anybody’s Jesus, including Mr. Ehrman’s, no matter how hard you squint. [VIA: Put aside the fact that the Dead Sea 
Scrolls (DSS) were penned a century before Jesus, and that there are quite a few messianic parallels in the DSS and 
Jesus.]  
 
Next up is Philo, brother-in-law to King Herod Agrippa, a prolific author, the philosopher who was the first to 
incorporate the Greek Logos (the “Word” of John 1:1) into Judaism, and a diplomat. His last work was his account 
of his participation in the year 40 of an embassy to Rome to petition Caligula about the mistreatment, including 
unjust crucifixions, of Jews at the hands of the Romans. Christians who read his philosophical works almost 
universally remark on how he was a kindred spirit. He had a habit of citing everybody who had something to say 
about philosophical subjects he was interested in, either pro or con. Philo also wrote some quite nasty things about 
Pilate and is the earliest documentary source we have for him. As with the authors of the Scrolls, Philo never 
breathed a word of any Jesus. 
 
Really, I needn’t continue. Those two alone are more than enough to demonstrate that, whoever or whatever Jesus 
was, he was an absolute nobody who flew beneath the radar. And, indeed, that’s absolutely what Mr. Ehrman does: 
his Jesus was an aboslute nobody whom you shouldn’t expect to find at all in the historical record, even though he 
really was the “real” Jesus, even though he lived a life so scandalous that Pilate absolutely had to have him crucified 
at the holiest moment of the year. Uh-huh. And Herold of Florida really is the real Santa. 
 
But, of course, it doesn’t end with just the Scrolls and Philo. Pliny the Elder was fascinated with all things 
supernatural; if Jesus was known as a miracle-worker, even if he was a charlatan, Pliny really should have taken 
notice. [VIA: Ehrman deals with this in his book. Our expectations of what should have been written down does not 
historical evidence make.]  
 
And the Roman satirists! The sorts of infamy that surrounded Jesus was their stock in trade. The Sanhedrin 
manipulating Pilate into ordering a mock trial for a common criminal and personally ordering his execution at the 
height of the holy season simply would have been far too delicious a scandal for them to pass by. 
 
Even beyond them, there were literally dozens of authors and historians in the Classical era who could have 
mentioned even as minor a nobody as Mr. Ehrman’s Jesus, and not a single one of them could possibly have missed 
the Biblical Jesus. 
 
And yet, all are silent. 
 
The first mention of Jesus in the historical record is of Paul, whose experience of Jesus was explicitly hallucinatory, 
and who used that experience to establish his bona fides with the rest of the Christian community because it was the 
exact same way they all experienced him. 
 
Then there’re the Gospels, which I’ve already discussed, and then the non-Canonical Christian sources and the 
Pagans. 
 
If you examine the heretical Christian sources, you’ll find them every bit as bizarre as the Gospels, but their 
unfamiliarity will likely make the bizareness even more apparent. Marcion’s gospel opens with Jesus beaming down 
like a scene from Star Trek, and the Ophites thought Jesus was some sort of a snake god. 
 
Even still, none of this gives us any clue as to who or what the real Jesus actually was, unless you either want to take 
the Christian approach and pretend that Jesus really was a zombie monster king, or Mr. Ehrman’s, and pretend that 
he was nothing the Christians said he was. 
 



Fortunately, you don’t have to look far or hard to find the answer. The short version is that Christianity is exactly 
what it appears to be — a syncretic religion — and Jesus is no different from the demigods at the hearts of all the 
other syncretic religions at the time. I do not think that Mr. Ehrman would argue for the existence of an historical 
Perseus, or Orpheus, or Dionysus, or Thor, or Quetzlcoatl, or any other deity, and I have no doubt that he would not 
argue for an historical Jesus were his historicity not an unnegotiable article of faith to billions of people and some of 
the most powerful political forces on the planet. [VIA: speculative ad hominem.]  
 
You have every right to question how I can make such a bold claim, and to demand evidence to support it. The first 
piece of evidence I have already given: were this the mystical heart of any other religion, the question likely 
wouldn’t even arise. [VIA: This is “evidence?”] Yet, granted, we have seen cases of humans, generally heads of 
state though occasionally heads of lunatic nutjob cults, who have been turned into gods. 
 
And that brings us to the most important evidence: the writings of second-century Christians themselves. Justin 
Martyr (yes, that Martyr) is the best example, though he’s hardly the only one. And here’s his take on the matter: 
 

And when we say also that the Word, who is the first-birth of God, was produced without sexual union, and 
that He, Jesus Christ, our Teacher, was crucified and died, and rose again, and ascended into heaven, we 
propound nothing different from what you believe regarding those whom you esteem sons of Jupiter. For 
you know how many sons your esteemed writers ascribed to Jupiter: Mercury, the interpreting word and 
teacher of all; Ã†sculapius, who, though he was a great physician, was struck by a thunderbolt, and so 
ascended to heaven; and Bacchus too, after he had been torn limb from limb; and Hercules, when he had 
committed himself to the flames to escape his toils; and the sons of Leda, and Dioscuri; and Perseus, son of 
Danae; and Bellerophon, who, though sprung from mortals, rose to heaven on the horse Pegasus. For what 
shall I say of Ariadne, and those who, like her, have been declared to be set among the stars? 

 
That’s but a small sample. Martyr, indeed, was obsessed with the matter, and went to great lengths to catalog all the 
similarities between Jesus and, as he loved to put it, the “Sons of Jupiter.” 
 
Indeed, when it comes right down to it, the Gospels are a collection of well-known Greek myths written in scholarly 
Greek by educated Greeks who had attended Greek schools, addressed to Greeks, that Greek parents had been 
telling in Greek to their Greek children for about as long as the Greeks have been Greek. But set in Judea, which so 
totally makes them not Greek! [VIA: And the evidence for this is…? Ehrman at least gives evidence in John and 
Luke for the reasoning behind the original Aramaic and original Greek.]  
 
It wasn’t just the familar Jovian pantheon Martyr drew parallels with, too. Consider this snippet: 
 

For the apostles, in the memoirs composed by them, which are called Gospels, have thus delivered unto us 
what was enjoined upon them; that Jesus took bread, and when He had given thanks, said, This do in 
remembrance of Me, this is My body; and that, after the same manner, having taken the cup and given 
thanks, He said, This is My blood; and gave it to them alone. Which the wicked devils have imitated in the 
mysteries of Mithras, commanding the same thing to be done. For, that bread and a cup of water are placed 
with certain incantations in the mystic rites of one who is being initiated, you either know or can learn. 

 
It is worth noting that Plutarch records that the pirates of Cilicia were practicing “secret rites” of Mithra in 67 BCE, 
and that Tarsus was the major river port of Cilicia on the Mediterranean. Also an interesting coincidence is that the 
most detailed account that Paul gave of an event in Jesus’s history is of the Last Supper, in 1 Corinthians 11…except 
that Paul isn’t telling a story about Jesus’s last days but rather instructing the Corinthians (who were Greek) on how 
to perform the Eucharist. 
 
I’m sure that that last paragraph will give many grounds to claim I am a consipiracy nut, for suggesting that Paul 
stole the Eucharist from the Mithraists. But first, let me make clear that I do not consider the coincidences I point out 
sufficient to serve as proof of such a claim. However, there actually is very pointed evidence that exactly that sort of 
fraud, if not that particular example, was rampant in early Christianity. 
 



That evidence comes in the form of the short and quite entertaining account of The Passing of Peregrinus by Lucian 
of Samosata. In it, he recounts the story of one Proteus, aka Peregrinus, who lived a most colorful life and who died 
a most, shall we say, flamboyant death. Anomgst his other antics, he convinced the Christians that he was a prophet 
and he revealed much of their wisdom to them, by adapting Pagan myths. Proteus got quite wealthy by scamming 
the Christians, and even got them to get him out of jail. One cannot help but think that he might have been a well-
known Christian, and wonder which one he was. I doubt we’ll ever be able to establish anything with any 
confidence, but I’d be willing to bet a cup of coffee or a beer (but no more than that) that Christians knew him by a 
name that, like his others, started with a “P” and rymed with “Saul.” If nothing else, the two lived similarly colorful 
lives and had similar run-ins with the law in similar parts of the Mediterranean. 
 
But nevermind. If you read any significant amount of ancient mythology, you’ll find the same themes and variations 
over and over and over again. Indeed, you’ll find the same themes in modern literature. There was a prophecy that 
Harry Potter would conquer Voldemort, Voldemort launched an uncessful attempt on the young boy’s life…Luke 
Skywalker was destined to defeat Vader and the Emperor, and survived an early attempt on his life…these are some 
of the most common and ancient themes in the history of storytelling. Young Moses was set adrift in a basket to 
float down the river, after all. 
 
And that, ultimately, is the only truly consistent theory of Jesus I’ve yet to encounter. 
 
Christian claims that he was everything the Gospels claim are as laughable as those of children afraid of the 
monsters under the bed. 
 
Claims such as those by Mr. Ehrman that Jesus was “Just zis guy, you know?” are not only unsupported by evidence 
(and accompanied by whines about how we shouldn’t expect evidence) but actively contradict every single piece of 
evidence we actually do have. 
 
But the notion that Jesus is to Christianity what all the other gods are to their respective religions, and that 
Christianity is every bit as fanciful as all the other essentially indistinguishable religions surrounding it is not only 
an unremarkable claim, but one supported by every piece of evidence and contradicted by none. More important, it 
is one that can be falsified: dig up another scroll in Qumram, this one carbon dated to, say, 40 CE, that describes 
either the Christian Jesus or Mr. Ehrman’s Jesus, and everything is suddenly back on the table again. Of course, we 
all know that that’s every bit as likely as Santa — either Harold or the one at the North Pole — delivering presents 
this Christmas; nevertheless, it is the level of proof required to falsify this theory. Whether you like it or not. 
 
I have characterized Mr. Ehrman’s crimes against scholarship as, to put it bluntly, lies, and I belive that term is fully 
applicable. Mr. Ehrman absolutely knows better and has no excuse. However, in the interests of charity, I will 
concede the possibility that he has fallen victim to a failing I have seen in a number of other historians. Specifically, 
when confronted with the truly abysmal nature of historical evidence, some dishonest historians tend to react with 
indignance when one suggests that this so-called “evidence” is worse than useless. “But if we hold history to the 
same standards as real sciences, we won’t know anything at all about the past,” these academic cowards will often 
complain. What they refuse to admid, of course, is that we really don’t know anything at all about much of history, 
and all they’re doing is making up pleasing lies based on the slim pickings they have. Mr. Ehrman’s latest opus is 
the starkest example of this I have ever seen, and so blatant that I feel no charity is waranted. But, the next time 
you’re reading a bit of history, take a moment to investigate the “original” sources involved. Far too often, what 
you’ll find is that it’s based on Medival reconstructions of then-centuries-old fragments of copies of copies. And, if 
you believe a word of what’s written in such “sources”…well, in that case, I’ve got some prime Arizona beachfront 
property for sale, for pennies on the dollar. 
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Richard Carrier  
 
Yesterday Bart Ehrman posted a brief article at the Huffington Post (Did Jesus Exist?) that essentially trashtalks all 
mythicists (those who argue Jesus Christ never actually existed but was a mythical person, as opposed to historicists, 
who argue the contrary), indiscriminately, with a litany of blatant factual errors and logical fallacies. This is either 
the worst writing he has ever done, or there are far more serious flaws in his book than I imagined (Did Jesus Exist? 
The Historical Argument for Jesus of Nazareth). Amazon just reported that it shipped my copy of his book 
yesterday as well, so I will be able to review it soon. 
 
I am puzzled especially because this HuffPo article as written makes several glaring errors and rhetorical howlers 
that I cannot believe any competent scholar would have written. Surely he is more careful and qualified in the book? 
I really hope so. Because I was expecting it to be the best case for historicism in print. But if it’s going to be like this 
article, it’s going to be the worst piece of scholarship ever written. So stay tuned for my future review of his book. 
For now, I will address this brief article, not knowing how his book might yet rescue him from an epic fail. 
 

Attacking Academic Freedom 
 
I won’t address his appeal to the genetic fallacy (mythicists are all critics of religion, therefore their criticisms of a 
religion as myth can be dismissed) or his sniping at credentials (where he gets insanely and invalidly hyper-specific 
about what qualifies a person to speak on this subject [which as one reader pointed out is the no-true-Scottsman 
fallacy]), except to note that it’s false: mythicist Thomas Thompson meets every one of Ehrman’s criteria–
excepting only one thing, he is an expert in Judaism rather than Christianity specifically. And I know Ehrman knows 
of him. So did he just “forget” when he says he knows of no one who meets his criteria? Or is he being hyper-hyper 
specific and not allowing even professors of Jewish studies to have a respectable opinion in this matter? As 
Thompson’s book The Messiah Myth introduces the subject, “the assumptions that the gospels are about a Jesus of 
history…are not justified.” He says (my emphasis) that “a historical Jesus might be essential to the origins of 
Christianity,” but is not essential to the construction of “the gospels” (p. 8), not even the sayings in them come from 
a historical Jesus (pp. 11-26). 
 
Thompson allows the possibility of a historical Jesus, but concludes that the “Jesus” of the New Testament is 
mythical, and calls for renewed study of the question of historicity generally. In his introduction to a recent 
anthology on the topic, which includes works by mythicists alongside historicists, Thompson (as co-author) 
concludes that “an unquestioning acceptance of the New Testament figures of Jesus, Paul and the disciples as 
historical can at times be shown to ignore and misunderstand the implicit functions of our texts” (p. 8 of Is This Not 
the Carpenter? The Question of the Historicity of the Figure of Jesus) and the possibility that Jesus didn’t exist 
“needs to be considered more comprehensively” than the dismissive attitude of historicists (like, as it happens, 
Ehrman) has allowed (p. 10). Currently all we have, Thompson concludes, is “a historical Jesus” who “is a 
hypothetical derivative of scholarship,” which “is no more a fact than is an equally hypothetical historical Moses or 
David.” 
 
That’s a prestigious professor of biblical studies. Is Ehrman really pooh-poohing his qualifications? Because if he is, 
this article becomes a massive case of foot-in-mouth. Because in it, Ehrman commits some glaring factual errors that 
entail he is either the one not qualified to discuss this subject, or one of the sloppiest and most careless writers on 
earth. I’ll get to that. But first I must remark on the significance of all this. Ehrman intimates that any professor who 
entertains this hypothesis will be fired or otherwise never hired, that he will in effect suffer career persecution. He 
does not say this with sadness, but with glee, satisfaction even. Indeed Ehrman’s own article represents a variety of 
this persecution: ridicule and the slandering of credentials. Thompson may have only felt free to be honest about his 
views after he retired, when no one could fire him or persecute his career. I personally know a few professors who 
themselves also feel this way: they do not touch this topic with a ten foot pole, precisely because they fear the kind 
of thing Ehrman is doing and threatening. They do not want to lose their jobs or career prospects and opportunities. 
They do not want to be ridiculed or marginalized. 
 
This makes Ehrman’s observation that no mythicist presently has a professorship (a distinction he did not make, but 
I am) a self-fulfilling prophecy: since Ehrman has all but explicitly stated that professors in “accredited institutions” 
do not have academic freedom, that indeed Ehrman opposes that freedom, verbally and institutionally, and endorses 
persecuting, verbally and institutionally, any who dare exercise it, who else do you think is free to challenge the 



consensus on this issue? Obviously, only outsiders can. The fact that that is what he observes is therefore not an 
argument against the merits of mythicism, but against the merits of attacking academic freedom. [VIA: Point.]  
 
Few other issues have this problem. You can challenge the consensus on almost anything else in Jesus studies, but 
this is sacrosanct, and if you dare, “we’ll ruin your career.” Such is Ehrman’s message. The fact that he then finds 
this a mark against mythicism betrays his circular reasoning. No, Dr. Ehrman, it is a mark against mainstream 
scholarship. You are acting like it is a religion, with dogmas that cannot be challenged, lest you suffer the 
consequences. Just imagine all the professors who find some mythicist theories plausible, reading your article. You 
have just successfully intimidated them into shutting the hell up. Or at least, apparently, you hope to have. That’s not 
admirable. And it’s not how an institution that values the pursuit of the truth should behave. 
 
The only people who should be in danger of losing their careers in the field, and who should be criticized as such, 
are those who persistently fail to follow sound and defensible methods, or persistently demonstrate dishonesty or 
incompetence (James Tabor I fear might be going down that road; time will tell). Taking a controversial position 
and arguing a controversial theory does not rise to that level (much less merely considering or discussing it as a 
possibility). Thus, you should not attack mythicists as a group, for merely sharing a common position or theory, as if 
there were no distinctions among them as to capability and quality of work. That’s defending a dogma, not a 
method. Rather, you should attack particular and demonstrable failures of method and competence. And not just 
claim incompetence, but prove it. Anything else is just special pleading and ad hominem. To do it in the guise of 
shaming anyone who would dare side with us by denouncing in advance their competence and sanity and implicitly 
threatening their jobs only makes this despicable rather than merely fallacious. 
 
I’m told Ehrman might make a cleaner distinction between quality and crank mythicism in his book. But many more 
people will read this article than his book. It’s therefore irresponsible of him to cast this nuance to the wind. 
 

Factual Mistakes 
 
An example of proving a specific instance of incompetence is to identify a factual error that no one who claims to be 
an expert on the issue in question could possibly have made. There are many other errors one can make, which don’t 
rise to that level, but I mean here errors of a very exceptional kind. Ehrman commits several, which I find 
astonishing, given his competence generally (his works in Jesus studies and textual criticism are among the best 
available, and I have and will always recommend Jesus Interrupted as the book anyone should read who wants to 
get up to speed on the current consensus in New Testament and Early Christianity, being a perfect parallel to The 
Bible Unearthed, which plays the same role for the Old Testament). A single error would be a minor lapse; but four 
in one brief article is a trend. 
 
Perhaps these aren’t mistakes, and just very, very, very badly worded sentences. When I receive his book in a few 
days I’ll be able to check. Possibly he does a much better job there, and gets his facts right. We’ll see. But for now, I 
have to address this article… 
 
Mistake #1: Ehrman says “not even … the most powerful and important figure of his day, Pontius Pilate” is 
“mentioned in any Roman sources of his day.” False. Philo of Alexandria was a living contemporary of Pilate, and 
wrote a whole book about him (or rather, against both Sejanus and Pilate, documenting the ways they had 
persecuted Jews contrary to prior imperial edicts, cf. Schürer and Eusebius, History of the Church 2.5, who had 
read this book), which we don’t have (it is one of the missing volumes of the Embassy to Gaius), but we do have 
Philo discussing one event involving Pilate in another book we do have, written in the 40s A.D., probably while 
Pilate was still alive, in his retirement (Philo, Embassy to Gaius 299-305). [VIA: Philo is a Jewish author.] 
 
We also have discussions of Pilate in Josephus’ Jewish War, written in 78 A.D., [VIA: While a Roman conscript, 
Josephus is Jewish] the same distance from Pilate’s life as the earliest Gospels are assumed to be from Jesus. But 
perhaps Ehrman is being hyper-specific again and only talking about contemporary attestation, although that would 
be disingenuous, since it is precisely this kind of early secular reference to Pilate that we don’t have for Jesus, and 
Ehrman is trying to say Pilate is an example of a famous person for whom we don’t have this–but, alas, we do. But 
even if we assume the disingenuous limiting of relevance to texts composed in “his day” we have Philo. If Ehrman 
is being hyper-specific as to his use of the word “Roman,” that would be even more disingenuous (as Philo’s 



cititizenship would hardly matter for this purpose; and at any rate, as a leading scholar and politician in Alexandria 
and chief embassador to the emperor, Philo was almost certainly a Roman citizen). [VIA: But the point of the 
mythicists, which is what Ehrman is addressing, is that Jesus must have been written about by Roman authorities. 
Philo does not fall into that category.] 
 
Forgetting (or not knowing?) that Philo attests to Pilate’s service in Judea is a serious error for Ehrman and his 
argument, because the absence of any mention of Jesus or Christianity in Philo is indeed very odd. [VIA: But this is 
the point. Why should Philo mention this very small movement? This absence of evidence says nothing.] In fact, the 
loss of his book about Pilate’s reign is a very curious omission–even though Christians preserved over three dozen 
other books of his, amounting to nearly 900 pages of multi-columned small type in English translation, Christians 
chose not to preserve the book on Pilate, and that despite preserving other volumes in the very same treatise. Why? 
Maybe the loss was just accidental (I suspect it was because no mention of Jesus was in it, but obviously we can 
debate that). Christians were evangelizing in Alexandria during Philo’s lifetime. [VIA: 20-50 C.E.] If Acts is to be 
believed, Jewish leaders were very concerned to oppose this and took active effort to persecute Christians. If that is 
at all true, we can be certain Philo knew of Christians and their claims and stories, and thus knew of Jesus. He was a 
leading scholar, who wrote on various Jewish sects, and a significant political figure plugged into the elite concerns 
of Alexandrian Jews, who even chose him to lead their embassy to the emperor of Rome. (He also made regular 
pilgrimages to Jerusalem: Philo, On Providence 2.64.) 
 
The only explanation for why Philo never mentions Christianity is that it was not as important to Jews as Acts 
depicts, but was a tiny fringe cult of no significant interest to the Jewish elite. And that is an important conclusion. 
Mythicists will say he doesn’t mention Jesus because there was no Jesus, but that does not explain why he doesn’t 
mention Christianity. Certainly, if Jesus was as famous and controversial as the Gospels and Acts depict, then 
Philo’s lack of interest in either the man or the threatening and grandiose claims made about him becomes 
improbable, but if we accept that the Gospels and Acts hugely exaggerate his fame and importance, then Philo’s 
disinterest goes back to being probable again. The consequence of this is that you must accept that Philo’s silence 
argues against the existence of Jesus as depicted in the Gospels. One must therefore conclude the Gospels 
substantially fictionalize the story of Jesus. I don’t think Ehrman disagrees with that conclusion, but he loses sight of 
it in his attempt to mock the importance of this kind of evidence, the silence of external sources. 

 
But that is not the extent of his mistake. Forgetting (or not knowing?) about Philo (or even Josephus) mentioning 
Pilate is bad enough. Worst of all is the fact that Ehrman’s claim is completely false even on the most disingenuous 
possible reading of his statement. For we have an inscription, commissioned by Pilate himself, attesting to his 
existence and service in Judea. That’s as “Roman” an attestation as you can get. And it’s not just contemporary 
attestation, it’s eyewitness attestation, and not just eyewitness attestation, but its very autograph (not a copy of a 
copy of a copy of a copy, but the original text, no doubt proofed by Pilate’s own eyes). And that literally carved in 
stone. How could anyone not know of this, who intended to use Pilate as an example? [VIA: Ehrman does know of 

this, and references it in his book (p.44).] 
Even the most rudimentary fact-check 
would have brought this up. And one of 
the most fundamental requirements of 
Ehrman’s profession is to check what 
sources we have on Pilate, before making 
a claim that we have no early ones. 
Ehrman thus demonstrates that he didn’t 
check; which is an amateur mistake. I’ve 
occasionally made errors like that, but 
only in matters of considerable 
complexity. We’re talking about 
something he could have corrected with 
just sixty seconds on google. [VIA: The 
problem of doing a review of a book one 
hasn’t read. Ehrman does mention Tacitus 
who names Pilate, but the point is that the 
detailed record keeping of Pilate is 
missing completely from the Roman 



record. I concede, however, from the HuffPo article that this is unclear, and should have been more carefully stated.] 
 
The lack of comparable inscriptions erected by any Christian churches or any wealthy convert at any time 
throughout the first century is indeed a curious thing. It can be explained (apocalyptic expectations, poverty, 
humility, the extremely small size of the movement). But it is still a fact, and it is not disingenuous to at least 
concede that we don’t have this or any comparable evidence. Explaining why we don’t have any evidence (like we 
have for Pilate: an inscription; a neutral contemporary text, and a neutral near-contemporary text) does not permit us 
to ignore the fact that we still don’t have it. And where evidence is missing, the possibilities multiply. Again, this 
entails things about early Christianity (whatever explanation you have for this lack of evidence, you must then 
accept as true about early Christianity as a whole, and that means accepting all the consequences of that fact as 
well). 
 
So this certainly does not prove Jesus didn’t exist. [VIA: The main thrust of Ehrman’s book.] Because we can retreat 
to the hypothesis that he was not anywhere near as famous as the Gospels portray, and the Christian movement not 
anywhere near as large as Acts implies. But Ehrman didn’t make that valid argument; he made the invalid argument 
instead, and premised it on amateur factual mistakes. Emotion seems to have seized his brain. Seeing red, he failed 
to function like a competent scholar, and instead fired off a screed every bit as crank as the worst of any of his 
opponents. Foot, mouth. 
 
This is simply not how to argue for historicity. It’s a classic example of boner mistakes made by historicists, which 
calls into question their competence to speak on this issue. Usually I see this claim made of Socrates or Alexander 
the Great, for each of whom we have vastly more contemporary attestation than we do for Jesus, despite actual 
claims to the contrary made by Jesus scholars who incompetently didn’t bother to check. Thankfully Ehrman didn’t 
make that foolish a mistake. But making the same mistake in using Pilate puts him right in their company. 
 
Mistake #2: Ehrman actually says (and I can’t believe it, but these are his exact words): 
 

With respect to Jesus, we have numerous, independent accounts of his life in the sources lying behind the 
Gospels (and the writings of Paul) — sources that originated in Jesus’ native tongue Aramaic and that can 
be dated to within just a year or two of his life (before the religion moved to convert pagans in droves). 
Historical sources like that are pretty astounding for an ancient figure of any kind. 

 
He actually says we have such sources. We do not. That is simply a plain, straight-up falsehood. I can only suppose 
he means Q or some hypothesized sources behind the creedal statements in Paul or the sermons in Acts, but none of 
those sources exist, and are purely hypothetical. In fact, barely more than conjectural. There is serious debate in the 
academic community as to whether Q even existed; and even among those who believe it did, there is serious 
debate about whether it comes from Aramaic or in fact Greek sources or whether it’s one source or several or 
whether it even goes back to Jesus at all. The background to the creeds and sermons are even more conjectural (the 
creeds might go back to Aramaic sources, but none attest to a historical Jesus in the required sense of the term; and 
the sermons almost certainly do not go back to Aramaic sources, but are literary constructions of the author of Acts, 
writing in a Semitized Greek heavily influenced by the Septuagint; see Proving History, pp. 184-86 and Richard 
Pervo’s The Mystery of Acts, just for starters). [VIA: Carrier’s argumentation here is both inconsistent with his 
previous arguments, and contradictory even in this paragraph. If we don’t “have” sources as per Ehrman’s textual 
criticism, then we don’t “have” the other documentation that Carrier refers to, such as Jewish or Roman sources. The 
critera for “having” is applied in the same way by Ehrman, but selectively by Carrier. Second, if we don’t “have” the 
sources, then it is a non-sequitur to even offer an explanation, which Carrier does in the second half of this 
paragraph.] 
 
So what Aramaic sources do we “have,” Dr. Ehrman? Do tell. And on what basis do you conclude they were written 
down “within just a year or two of his life”? How can you be so precise? I can only assume this is an allusion to the 
origin of the creed in 1 Corinthians 15:3-8 (whose origin some scholars date to the formation of the cult), which we 
do not have in Aramaic, and could have originated in a Semitized Greek (and therefore we cannot be certain it 
began in Aramaic; and it certainly is not the words of Jesus). But when did it originate? When did it originate in that 
form? (Since it is not a given that it hasn’t changed; it obviously did, since Paul has added to it, attaching a reference 
to his own revelation at the end; how many other changes did it undergo on its way to him?) More importantly, that 



creed contains no reference to Jesus living on earth, having a ministry, or doing or saying anything in life. All it says 
is that scripture [VIA: Which in Greek simply means “the writings”.] says he died, was buried, and was resurrected 
(it notably does not say anyone witnessed this, or when it happened or by whom, e.g. it does not say Jesus was 
crucified by Pontius Pilate, a key component of later creeds) and only then this Jesus appeared to some people (in a 
fashion I know Ehrman himself agrees is not relevant to this debate: because a historical Jesus did not “appear” after 
his death, but a cosmic, revelatory Jesus, a product of the apostles’ imagination). 
 
The fact that Jesus is not said to have appeared or taught or done anything at all before he died is not something to 
just brush under the rug. Nor also the fact that the only source being given for his death and burial in this creed is 
scripture, whereas the source for his “subsequent” (post-mortem) ministry is given as seeing him, and that only in 
“revelations” (Galatians 1:11-12, which then must be the same as all the others: 1 Cor. 15:5-8). Likewise, note that 
many mythical godmen “died, were buried, and resurrected,” or a near enough equivalent, thus Paul stating such a 
creed no more attests the historicity of Jesus than it attests the historicity of Osiris (or Romulus or Hercules or 
Inanna or Zalmoxis or Bacchus or Adonis and so on; Osiris is the only one of these who was explicitly “buried,” but 
similar stories were told of all these others, e.g. Hercules was burned on a pyre, and certainly before Christianity: see 
Not the Impossible Faith, chapters 1 and 3). None of this entails Jesus didn’t exist, but it certainly allows the 
possibility. If Ehrman doesn’t see that, then he is not being objective or reasonable. 
 
Thus when he touts this conjectural, non-existent, uncertain-to-be “Aramaic” source (in fact he says sources, so we 
even have multiple imaginary attestation!), which in fact argues as much for the non-existence of Jesus as otherwise, 
as being comparable to a slam-dunk confirmation of his historicity, this is some very slipshod argument indeed. Had 
any of his opponents pulled that trick on him, he would not be at all kind in pointing out how fallacious it is. But 
alas, he cannot see that he is committing the very same fallacy, and in his effort to attack his enemies, has become 
just like them. That he actually says we have this conjectural, non-existent, uncertain-to-be “Aramaic” source is, by 
contrast, profoundly incompetent writing. I am certain he did not really mean to lie. In his emotional pique, he just 
didn’t proof his own article and thus didn’t notice how badly he misspoke. But that suggests he is driving on 
emotion and not reason or any careful process. 
 
And yet one could easily mistake him for lying. Because he actually says of this conjectural, non-existent, uncertain-
to-be “Aramaic” source that “historical sources like that are pretty astounding for an ancient figure of any kind.” 
You mean, not having a source is pretty astounding for an ancient figure? Stated correctly, his sentence makes no 
sense (there is nothing astounding about not having a source). Thus, it seems as if he really did intend the readers of 
his article to believe we have this source he is talking about (and indeed, many a layperson will make this mistake in 
reading it, and I fully expect to have people repeating to me that “Dr. Ehrman said we have multiple Aramaic 
documents dating to just a year or two after Jesus attesting his existence,” requiring me to correct them, an annoying 
phenomenon I usually have to deal with from mythicists, not proper scholars like Ehrman). 
 
Altogether, these two sentences from him look more crank than anything he accuses mythicists of. A hypothetical 
source we don’t have is simply not “pretty astounding.” Indeed, if that’s the standard, then we have vast quantities 
of sources for other ancient persons. Really, if we get to count “hypothetical” sources like that, then in fact don’t we 
have such sources for all historical persons attested in antiquity? 
 
Mistake #3: Ehrman says “we do not have accounts of others who were born to virgin mothers and who died as an 
atonement for sin and then were raised from the dead (despite what the sensationalists claim ad nauseum [sic] in 
their propagandized versions).” Taken strictly literally, this sentence is true. But that is misleading, and therefore 
disingenuous. As such, it amounts to a straw man (at least of many mythicists; some few mythicists, the more 
incompetent of them, make that specific claim, but attacking only the weakest proponent of a position is precisely 
what makes this a fallacy). No competent mythicist makes this claim. Rather, they claim that virgin-born gods were 
a common phenomenon in the region at the time and dying-and-rising gods were a common phenomenon in the 
region at the time (in precisely the way these were not anywhere else, e.g. in ancient China), and so for Jews to 
suddenly start claiming they have one, too, looks pretty easily explained in terms of standard theories of cultural 
diffusion. (See my chapter on the origins of Christianity in The End of Christianity, ch. 2, pp. 53-74.) [VIA: But 
this is where reading the book is key. In it, Ehrman discusses the foundation of this understanding of “dying-and-
rising gods” as being a work of a 19th – 20th c. scholar Sir James George Frazer. Recent scholarship has clarified and 
redirected this understanding.] 
 



Ehrman appears to be denying this, and as such is making himself look like a crank again–in fact like an ignorant 
Christian apologist spewing contrafactual propaganda. That makes him at the very least guilty of really terrible 
writing. What I suppose he means to say is the disingenuous, strictly literal thing, but as I already noted, that would 
be fallacious and thus logically incompetent. Religious syncretism is the process of combining ideas from several 
sources, often the most popular or useful ideas in the air, into a new whole, making for a new religion. All religions 
are produced this way. Christianity therefore certainly was as well (it would go against all prior probability to claim 
otherwise, and against all the evidence as well). Judaism had a prominent component of sacrifices atoning for a 
nation’s entire sins, a belief in the holy spirit making Jewish kings into the sons of god (see Not the Impossible 
Faith, chapter 9), and a tendency toward ascetic denigration of sexuality. Paganism had a prominent component of 
dying-and-rising savior gods, who likewise offered ways to cleanse their followers of sins and thus procure them 
entry into paradise–not necessarily by their death, but always in some way, and in many cases through baptismal 
rituals long predating Christianity’s adoption of the same or similar ritual (see The Empty Tomb, p. 215, n. 210); 
and pagans had many traditions about virgin born sons of god. Note what happens when you combine the Jewish 
side with the pagan: you get Christianity. This is actually almost certainly what happened, and thus should not even 
be in dispute. 
 
This does not equate to concluding that Jesus was a fictional person; rather, even if he was historical, the attribution 
to him of the properties of pagan deities had to come from somewhere, and cultural diffusion is the obvious source. 
Ehrman appears to be denying even that latter fact, which puts him at the far extreme of even mainstream 
scholarship. He is implausibly implying that it’s “just a coincidence” that in the midst of a fashion for dying-and-
rising salvation gods with sin-cleansing baptisms, the Jews just happened to come up with the same exact idea 
without any influence at all from this going on all around them. That they “just happened” to come up with the idea 
of a virgin born son of god, when surrounded by virgin born sons of god, as if by total coincidence. [VIA: There is a 
bit of inaccurate characterization of what historically is understood in the development of these ideas/doctrines. 
“coming up with the idea” is skeptical conjecture upon a more complicated reality in which the conflation of various 
religions may have risen to a “competition” of religious ideas and persons, of which drawing parallels was one 
technique toward usurpation. This is another historical alternative and means something entirely different than what 
Carrier is suggesting here. In addition, he is misrepresenting Ehrman by implying that Ehrman is implying “just a 
coincidence.”] (Can you imagine it? They independently think up the idea, then go preaching around Gentile cities 
and discover there are all these other virgin born sons of god…why, golly gee, what a coincidence! See Not the 
Impossible Faith, pp. 76-78, near the end of chapter 2, where Perseus is an example recognized even by early 
Christians as being “virgin born”; and to which can be added, in some traditions, the virgin birth of Romulus: 
Plutarch, Life of Romulus 3; Ra, in the tradition that had him born of the virgin Neith; Dionysus, in the tradition by 
which Semele is impregnated with a potion; etc.) 
 
So does Ehrman mean we have no precedent who satisfied all those attributes at once? (A straw man.) Or does he 
mean we have no precedents for any of those attributes individually as available material for syncretism? (A false 
claim, of the most incompetent kind.) Either he is engaging in patently illogical argument, or disturbingly 
incompetent reporting. Neither makes him look like he’s the one to trust in this debate. Again, this makes him look 
like the slipshod crank. 
 
Mistake #4:  This might not be a mistake, so much as an allusion to an argument in his book: he says “prior to 
Christianity, there were no Jews at all, of any kind whatsoever, who thought that there would be a future crucified 
messiah.” He knows I have presented ample evidence refuting this, both as to the fact of it (Daniel 9:26 says a 
messiah will die, and the pre-Christian Melchizedek scroll explicitly identifies this passage as being about the 
messiah, or at least a messiah who would cleanse the world of sin), and also by demonstrating its irrelevance, since 
even Ehrman cannot deny later Jews taught and believed in a future messiah “son of Joseph” who would be killed 
by his enemies (as attested in the Talmud and other Judaica), and they certainly didn’t borrow this idea from the 
despised heretical sect of Christianity, which means the idea was not anathema to Jews and could easily be 
conceived by them (and likely predates Christianity, since both Jews and Christians imagining the dying messiah’s 
father as named “Joseph” seems otherwise a remarkable coincidence, but that need not be supposed to make my 
present point). [VIA: Here I believe Carrier and this element needs to be taken into more serious consideration. 
There seems to be quite conflicting reports on the exact “expectations” of the Messiah. Briefly, “the Messiah” (or 
“Anointed One”) may simply refer to Israel, the people, the nation, and thus, ‘the prophecy’ of death may signify her 
destruction as a nation, and not necessarily meaning an individual death. Also, as things grew more tense between 
the collision of cultures, various ‘messiah’ types actually did die, thus providing historic grounds for this thought 



development. I would suggest, however, that if we continue to follow this “mythical-making” idea, as it appears 
Carrier is doing, then we must also be willing to ask the question, Why did Christianity then emerge on the scene 
when all the other “messiahs” left nothing in its wake. That is going to be evidence for some other historical 
development, and of course forces the conversation around the resurrection. Regardless, I agree with Carrier, that 
this is something that needs to be addressed better.] 
 
On all these points, see my essay The Dying Messiah. I can only presume Ehrman builds some sort of argument 
against my case in his book, which from our correspondence I predict will be fallacious (making a straw man of my 
evidence, selecting scholarship that agrees with him and ignoring scholarship that agrees with me, etc.). But in this 
article, to make so adamant an assertion, knowing full well there is a respectable case to be made to the contrary, is 
again crank behavior, not reasoned scholarship. Once again he is acting exactly like the worst of those he denounces. 
His mistake here is two-fold, in fact, since it does not merely consist of a factually questionable assertion, and one 
that does not entail the conclusion he wants even if the assertion were true (since imagining a murdered messiah was 
possible for Jews, he cannot mean to argue Christians wouldn’t have invented it, when later Jews clearly had no 
problem inventing one), but he leverages it into a whopper of a logical fallacy: a self-contradictory assertion. 
Ehrman says “the messiah was to be a figure of grandeur and power who overthrew the enemy” (certainly, that was 
the most common view; but it is a fallacy of hasty generalization to assume that that was the only view, especially 
since we don’t know what most of the dozens of Jewish sects there were believed about this: see Proving History, 
pp. 129-34). From this fallacious hasty generalization, Ehrman then concludes “anyone who wanted to make up a 
messiah would make him like that.” 
 
Now, I want to pause for a moment and perform a brief logic test. Before reading on, read that last quotation again, 
and ask yourself if you can see why that conclusion can’t be correct. Why, in fact, what he is suggesting, what he 
predicts would happen on mythicism, is impossible. 
 
Answer: the only kind of messiah figure you could invent would be one who wasn’t like that. Otherwise, everyone 
would notice no divine being had militarily liberated Israel and resurrected all the world’s dead. This means the 
probability of that evidence (“anyone who wanted to make up a messiah would make him like that”) on the 
hypothesis “someone made up a messiah” is exactly zero. In formal terms, by the Bayesian logic of evidence (which 
I explain in Proving History), this means P(~e|h.b) = 0, and since P(e|h.b) = 1 – P(~e|h.b), and 1 – 0 = 1, P(e|h.b) = 
1, i.e. 100%. This means that if “someone made up a messiah” we can be absolutely certain he would look 
essentially just like Jesus Christ. A being no one noticed, who didn’t do anything publicly observable, yet still 
accomplished the messianic task, only spiritually (precisely the one way no one could produce any evidence 
against). In other words, a messiah whose accomplishments one could only “feel in one’s heart” (or see by 
revelation, as the Corinthian creed declares; or discover in scripture, as that same creed again declares, as well as 
Romans 16:25-26). 
 
This means Ehrman is definitely failing at basic evidential logic. This is one respect in which my book Proving 
History will school him. 
 

Ehrman’s Only Evidence 
 
Ehrman lists only one single item of evidence for Jesus’ historicity that survives basic review: the fact that Paul once 
refers to having met “James the brother of the Lord” (Galatians 1:18-20; Paul also mentions a generic “brothers of 
the Lord” in 1 Cor. 9:5). Ehrman slightly misrepresents the evidence when he claims that Paul met “Jesus’ closest 
disciple Peter,” since Paul never once calls Peter a “disciple” (in fact, no such term appears anywhere in Paul’s 
letters), and never mentions him being close to Jesus at all, much less his “closest.” But Paul does say he met the 
brother of the Lord, and mentions “brothers of the Lord.” 
 
However, Paul does not say “brother of Jesus,” but “brother of the Lord,” which can only be a cultic title (one does 
not become the brother of “the Lord” until the person in question is hailed “the Lord,” thus the phrase “brother of 
the Lord” is a creation of Christian ideology). Yes, he may have earned that cultic title by actually being the brother 
of Jesus. But he could also have earned it by simply being a baptized Christian. Since all baptized Christians were 
the adopted sons of God, just as Jesus was (Romans 1:3-4), Jesus was only “the first born among many brethren” 
(Romans 8:29), which means all Christians were the brothers of the Lord (or rather, all baptized Christians were, as 



there is evidence to suggest one did not become adopted until baptism, e.g. Romans 6:3-10, and Christians were not 
baptized right away, they had to undergo a period of initiation first). Though true in that sense, possibly one was not 
allowed to use that specific title until they had achieved full ascension through all the grades of initiation, and thus it 
was a title of rank, since there is evidence in Clement of Alexandria that one did not become fully a son of God until 
ascending several levels of initiation. 
 
But one can question at what time that multi-stage process was begun, and exploring that would be too lengthy a 
digression. It’s enough to test the hypothesis that every Christian would be called brother of the Lord. The fact of it 
is true: as just shown, all Christians were brothers of the Lord, by their own religious conceptions; there are 
numerous passages in Paul that confirm this: Romans 8:15-29, 9:26; Galatians 3:26-29, 4:4-7; and Christians 
explicitly taught that Jesus himself called all of them his brothers in Hebrews 2:10-18, via a “secret message” in the 
Psalms (Psalms 22:22). They had obvious inspiration from what they regarded as scripture, the Psalms of Solomon 
17:26-27, which Paul appears to reference, and which predicted that the messiah would gather a select people and 
designate them all the sons of god (and thereby, brethren). 
 
This is hypothesis (1); the alternatives are (2) that only actual brothers could use this title, even though all Christians 
were brothers of the Lord, which would entail some policing of the use of the phrase, which is not in evidence in 
Paul or (3) such policing was done, but to secure the title as one of rank and not actual biological kinship. Notably, 
(2) and (3) both require a practice of policing the use of the exact phrase, to prevent other brothers of the Lord from 
calling themselves or each other Brothers of the Lord. The probability that (1) or (3) is true is greater than the 
probability that only (1) is true, and only on (2) is this phrase evidence of the historicity of Jesus. So if we ignore (3) 
and only focus on (1), our conclusion against (2) will be even stronger when we include the possibility of (3). 
 
So what happens when we compare (1) against (2)? Hypothesis (2) requires there to have been policing of the cultic 
title so that only biological brothers could use it or be referred to by it. Hypothesis (1) does not require that ad hoc 
assumption. This means (1) is the simpler hypothesis. It therefore has the greater prior probability (see Proving 
History, pp. 80-81). Furthermore, (1) is actually in evidence (we know all Christians in Paul’s time were brothers of 
the Lord in cultic fact, as all the passages above prove), whereas (2) is not (not one time in all of Paul’s letters does 
he ever say or even imply that this phrase means only biological brothers). (1) is therefore the most probable 
hypothesis. Which therefore means this phrase is not evidence for the historicity of Jesus. In Bayesian terms, this 
means: given the background evidence (the facts pertaining to Christians regarding themselves as all sons of God 
and thus brothers of the son of God), (1) has greater prior probability, and greater net consequent probability (since 
on [2] the probability can’t be zero that we would have better evidence against [1], whereas on [1] the evidence we 
have is 100% expected). 
 
The one argument left is to suggest that if (1) were true, it would be redundant of Paul to mention that James was a 
brother of the Lord (that would not, however, be the case in 1 Cor. 9:5), and redundant expressions are less probable 
(i.e. they are unexpected). But this fails a basic test: Paul often calls people “brother” along with their name even 
when the context makes this redundant (Philm. 1:1, 1 Thess. 3:2, Philp. 2:25, 2 Cor. 2:13 and 1:1, 1 Cor. 16:12 
and 1:1, Romans 16:23). That he would on rare occasion use the complete phrase “brother of the Lord” would not 
be unexpected. The more so if Peter had a brother named James, as that would require Paul in this instance to 
distinguish the apostle James from James the brother of Peter, in which case saying just “brother” wouldn’t do, 
necessitating the full epithet “brother of the Lord,” i.e. not of Peter (because Paul says he met with “Peter” and no 
other apostle except this James). [Nevertheless, after discussing this in comments, I do agree we should allow that 
his use of the phrase here nevertheless has some probability less than 100%, since it is not assured that he would 
have used it here. So we have to break the matter down into all competing explanations and work the numbers for 
each.] 
 
It is also entirely possible that “of the Lord” (tou kyriou) was a later scribal addition, aiming to turn this James into 
the brother of Jesus by harmonization with the Gospels and later legend. These kinds of harmonizing and 
retrodictive emendations to the text of the NT were common, and assuming they haven’t occurred in cases, like this, 
where they are most likely, is a dangerously weak platform to erect a theory upon (see the slideshow for my debate 
with J.P. Holding on the textual reliability of the NT, linked in Debates & Interviews and my post on Pauline 
Interpolations). Since this is literally the only evidence Ehrman has that Jesus existed, the weakness of it should be 
alarming to him, not cause for arrogant displays of unshakable certainty. 
 



What’s Left? 
 
Ehrman might answer “we have the Gospels” and “we have Paul relating sayings of the Lord” and “we have second 
century references” but none of these hold up, as he perhaps knows when he admits there is a lot of mythmaking in 
the Gospels, for example. But one myth is as good as another. To say that the Gospels contain a lot of myth, 
therefore they “can’t” be entirely myth, is not valid reasoning. They might contain a historical core, they might not. 
That has to be determined, and is at least an honestly debatable question. As Dr. Thompson admitted. I think on full 
analysis they come out as completely mythical (most of the attempts to argue otherwise fail on basic logic, as I 
demonstrate in Proving History, chapter 5). That should at least be a respectable position, even if Ehrman or anyone 
disagrees with it. 
 
The second century references, meanwhile, cannot be shown to be independent of the Gospels (e.g. the reference in 
Tacitus, even the Testimonium Flavianum, even if it were completely genuine–and it’s not–says nothing that could 
not have simply been read out of a Gospel or gotten from any other Christian source relying on one), or to derive 
from any real source at all (e.g. the Infancy Gospels). And like any other mythic being, the Gospels would not be the 
earliest versions of the creed; many mythical demigods “died and were resurrected,” some were even “buried” or 
hung or burned or cut to pieces; that doesn’t make them historical. Thus, in Paul, that Jesus was created out of the 
“seed of David” (in fulfillment of prophecy) and “born of a woman” are claims that could just as easily be made of 
any mythical demigod (all of whom were born of a woman, and some of whom were “magically” born from the seed 
of their fathers, like Perseus, or even, as in the case of Dionysus, their previous corpses). They also said things–none 
of which were historical. Paul himself only identifies two sources for his sayings of the Lord: scripture and 
revelation (e.g. 1 Corinthians 11:23 in light of Galatians 1:18-20). No historical Jesus is needed there. 
That leaves nothing. 
 
Obviously, saying all this is by no means sufficient to demonstrate that Jesus didn’t exist. There is still evidence to 
debate and logic to test. But it ought to be sufficient to demonstrate that this is at least a respectable theory to 
consider. As long as it is considered competently and with due attention to facts and logic and productive peer 
debate, why not? 

[For a follow up see McGrath on the Amazing Infallible Ehrman] 
 
 
 
Responding to Richard Carrier’s Response to Bart Ehrman 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/exploringourmatrix/2012/03/responding-to-richard-carriers-response-to-bart-
ehrman.html (accessed April 28, 2012) 
 
March 22, 2012 
James F. McGrath  
 
I linked previously to Bart Ehrman’s piece on whether Jesus existed in The Huffington Post. A response has been 
written by Richard Carrier (also discussed by Tom Verenna and Neil Godfrey), and I want here to point out some 
problems with that response. 
 
Let me begin by emphasizing that when scholars write op-ed pieces for newspapers, what we write almost never 
ends up preserving the precise nuance that we consider important. I do not believe I have ever had such a piece 
published that did not end up having editorial changes made to the wording. Public scholarship of this sort involves 
a trade-off – we either allow others less concerned about nuance and accuracy be the only voices, or we participate 
despite the fact that we are unable to ensure that our precise wording will be what people get to hear. And so anyone 
who picks apart the wording of Ehrman’s recent piece in the Huffington Post, rather than interpreting it in light of 
what he says elsewhere and what mainstream scholarship concludes, is at best engaging editors rather than Ehrman 
himself, and at worst using quotes from a brief summary for a popular audience in order to assess a matter of 
mainstream scholarship. 
 



Now, on to Richard Carrier’s response. It is called “Ehrman Trashtalks Mythicism.” And it is a disappointing and 
ineffective response that will only carry weight with people who desperately want there not to have been a historical 
Jesus, so much so that they cease to care about historical methods and evidence. It is disappointing to find folks like 
P. Z. Myers, who works so hard to defend science from internet attackers, applauding a similar attack on mainstream 
history. 
 
Carrier’s main points relate to the main points of Ehrman’s op-ed piece, and so let me address each one. But let me 
begin with the end, because Carrier engages in a common mythicist tactic also used by promoters of other forms of 
pseudoscholarship: begin with the less strong evidence and sow doubt, in the hope that when you get to the stronger 
evidence, your audience will be inclined to accept your implausible dismissal of it. 
 
Carrier describes as “Ehrman’s only evidence” Paul’s reference in Galatians to having met “James the brother of the 
Lord.” He attempts to sow doubt about the meaning, but the phrase is clear. There is no evidence for any Jews in 
Paul’s time speaking of God having a brother, and so the most natural reference is to Jesus being the Lord here, as 
indeed Paul refers to him often with this title. Carrier then follows mythicists like Earl Doherty in trying to suggest 
that “brother(s) of” can mean the same thing as “brother(s) in.” But the two phrases are obviously distinct in 
meaning, and based on the evidence available, it was not the custom in this time to refer to Christians in general, or a 
specific subset of Christians, as “brothers of the Lord.” (I should add even using the term “Christians” is 
anachronistic). Carrier’s attempt to appeal to New Testament sources as evidence to the contrary, when those same 
sources provide evidence of a historical Jesus, is very strange indeed, and thoroughly unpersuasive. 
 
Carrier also mentions other possibilities – that some part of the phrase could be an interpolation. But if one is willing 
to posit interpolations where the manuscript evidence does not show evidence of such interpolation, then one can 
draw any conclusion. The historian, however, seeks to draw the best conclusion possible based on the evidence we 
have. And so Carrier, at this point if not before, has moved from being a historian to being an apologist for 
mythicism. He is clearly and unambiguously trying to make a case for a predetermined conviction, not follow the 
evidence where it leads. The evidence we have available leads in a particular direction, and mythicist use denialist 
tactics to try to obscure this point. 
 
Now let me return to some of Carrier’s other points, which he disingenuously lists as Ehrman’s “mistakes” as 
though these are errors, as opposed to either shorthand summary of conclusions Ehrman argues for at greater length, 
or simple facts that have not been articulated in the writing or editing process as precisely or clearly as they could 
have. That you do not accept what someone says does not make it a “mistake.” And even though Carrier 
acknowledges that they may not be mistakes on more than one occasion, that does not stop him from listing them as 
such over and over again. 
 
The first “mistake” is surely not that. Ehrman points out that Roman sources do not mention Pontius Pilate. 
Presumably he does not mean writers of the Roman era, but Roman authors in the strict sense, since there is no way 
that Ehrman could possibly be unaware that Philo and Josephus made reference to Pilate. And so clearly his point is 
that, much as we do not find Roman authors in that same sense contemporary with Jesus referring to him, we do not 
find Roman authors contemporary with Pilate referring to him. We have authors who had some particular interest 
mentioning him, because they had motives to do so. Likewise with Jesus. If this is the case for a major provincial 
functionary in Roman government, why is anyone surprised that such authors do not mention Jesus? And as with the 
historical figure of Jesus, where Philo mentions correspondence between Agrippa and Augustus, what we have is the 
wording of Philo, but that does not mean that there was no such letter, nor that Philo fails to accurately indicate even 
the gist of the actual letter. Such comparisons are in fact a key reason why historians are universally confident that 
there was a historical Jesus, even while emphasizing that the material attributed to him by ancient sources regularly 
gives at best the gist and not the ipsissima verba of Jesus. 
 
Carrier’s mention of inscriptions leaves off the obvious reason why we have no inscriptions referring to Jesus: 
prefects and procurators and governors and kings made inscriptions, as did other public functionaries. When, where, 
and why would a figure like Jesus have made an inscription, or had one made that referred to him? Mythicists 
regularly and frustratingly fail to compare like with like. 
 
To give credit where credit is due, however, Carrier in the process of his response offers what is in fact a statement 
that defends rather than discredits mainstream historical scholarship about Jesus and early Christianity: 



 
The only explanation for why Philo never mentions Christianity is that it was not as important to Jews as 
Acts depicts, but was a tiny fringe cult of no significant interest to the Jewish elite. And that is an important 
conclusion. Mythicists will say he doesn’t mention Jesus because there was no Jesus, but that does not 
explain why he doesn’t mention Christianity. Certainly, if Jesus was as famous and controversial as the 
Gospels and Acts depict, then Philo’s lack of interest in either the man or the threatening and grandiose 
claims made about him becomes improbable, but if we accept that the Gospels and Acts hugely exaggerate 
his fame and importance, then Philo’s disinterest goes back to being probable again. The consequence of 
this is that you must accept that Philo’s silence argues against the existence of Jesus as depicted in the 
Gospels. One must therefore conclude the Gospels substantially fictionalize the story of Jesus. I don’t think 
Ehrman disagrees with that conclusion, but he loses sight of it in his attempt to mock the importance of this 
kind of evidence, the silence of external sources. 

 
This is (apart from the very last clause, perhaps) a wonderful statement of the very point Ehrman is seeking to make, 
as Carrier seems to realize. Yet for some reason, Carrier aligns himself against Ehrman and mainstream scholarship 
even when articulating the evidence in favor of its conclusions. 
 
The second “mistake” Carrier refers to is in reference to the following statement by Ehrman: 
 

With respect to Jesus, we have numerous, independent accounts of his life in the sources lying behind the 
Gospels (and the writings of Paul) — sources that originated in Jesus’ native tongue Aramaic and that can 
be dated to within just a year or two of his life (before the religion moved to convert pagans in droves). 
Historical sources like that are is pretty astounding for an ancient figure of any kind. Moreover, we have 
relatively extensive writings from one first-century author, Paul, who acquired his information within a 
couple of years of Jesus’ life and who actually knew, first hand, Jesus’ closest disciple Peter and his own 
brother James. If Jesus did not exist, you would think his brother would know it. 

 
Carrier makes much of the statement “we have” but once again there is no sense in which Ehrman could reasonably 
be thought to be claiming that he has a copy of Q, for instance. His meaning is not ambiguous, nor is it mistaken. 
There are good, solid reasons for discerning behind our New Testament sources earlier ones, both written and oral, 
which reflect a specifically Jewish setting in an Aramaic-speaking linguistic environment. One of the many 
problematic aspects of mythicism is that it makes much of vague parallels to non-Jewish religions, while failing to 
do justice to the unambiguous evidence that what we now refer to as Christianity arose in a Jewish context that was 
committed to monotheism, observant of the Jewish Law, and unlikely to create a fictional Messiah based on pagan 
myths. And while mythicists either try to cast doubt with respect to the evidence or ignore it, it remains the case that 
there are points of contact between the letters of Paul and the Gospels which point clearly to material which later got 
embedded in the Gospels existing in Paul’s time and being known to him. His use of the Aramaic Abba meaning 
“father” and his reference to teaching about divorce that comes from “not I but the Lord” in 1 Corinthians 7 can be 
interpreted in all sorts of creative ways, but not more persuasively than is done in mainstream historical scholarship, 
i.e. in terms of knowledge of Jesus tradition that later was recorded in the Gospels. 
 
Since this post is getting long, and Carrier says that “mistake #3″ is technically not a mistake at all, let me skip to #4. 
Perhaps Ehrman ought to have said explicitly “Davidic Messiah” to avoid ambiguity. But Ehrman is clearly correct 
that there was no expectation prior to the rise of Christianity that a Davidic Messiah – i.e. the one who would restore 
the kingdom to the line of David – would be executed by the foreign empire ruling over the Jewish people. And 
Ehrman’s point about this being unlikely to have been made up still stands. In theory, anything can be invented. But 
if we are asking what is likely, as historians are supposed to, then the evidence fits more naturally a scenario in 
which a historical figure was crucified and those who believed him to be the Davidic Messiah found ways of 
maintaining their beliefs in spite of the cognitive dissonance caused by his crucifixion. 
 
Carrier’s discussion of probabilities (using Bayes’ theorem) regarding what sort of Messiah people would or would 
not invent misses the point, in my opinion. People discussed “Messiahs” – i.e. anointed ones – they expected to 
appear in human history. For the most part, the focus was on the expected descendants of David and Aaron who 
would restore the kingship and high priesthood to the rightful lines. To suggest that someone invented a Messiah 
whom they claimed already came, or would never come in history, is to suggest a sort of “creativity” that seems 
unlikely and ill-fitting with the evidence. The earliest Christians whose writings we have believed that a figure with 



the ordinary human name Joshua which we render into English “Jesus” was the Davidic anointed one. No mythicist 
account I have yet encountered makes sense of this most basic piece of evidence. 
 
I won’t extend this post even longer, even though some might feel that I ought to have gone into even more detail on 
some points. For instance, more could be said about Carrier’s reference to Thomas Thompson’s mythicism which 
downplays that Thompson’s expertise is in a different area. When people who are scientists but not biologists sign a 
“dissent from Darwin” document, it is rightly pointed out that this should not obscure the true picture, i.e. the 
confidence that almost all biologists have in the conclusions of mainstream biological sciences.  And Carrier’s 
attempt to bring academic freedom into the discussion likewise parallels the tactics used by evolution-deniers. One 
will ruin one’s career in most contexts not by pursuing an unconventional approach, but by pursuing junk 
scholarship. Ehrman rightly puts it this way: 
 

These views are so extreme and so unconvincing to 99.99 percent of the real experts that anyone holding 
them is as likely to get a teaching job in an established department of religion as a six-day creationist is 
likely to land on in a bona fide department of biology. 

 
Carrier doesn’t address whether he thinks people ought to be allowed to pursue young-earth creationist or intelligent 
design research in mainstream academic contexts. But his argument is one that proponents of those views have used 
to argue precisely that. And his point, that people ought to be able to pursue controversial theories if a credible 
academic case can be made for them is precisely what one finds in the academy, apart from in religiously affiliated 
contexts which require one to sign a statement of faith and interfere with academic freedom. One can pursue any 
idea if one can make a credible case for it. Mythicists have not done that yet. 
 
In conclusion, the main thing that has to be said can be said briefly: Ehrman did not make mistakes in his piece, and 
if there is infelicitous or ambiguous wording, one should not try to use that against him any more than one should 
accept the use of ambiguous statements by scientists in an attempt to undermine their credibility. It remains the case, 
Carrier’s lengthy blog post notwithstanding, that the evidence available leads most naturally to the conclusion that a 
historical Jesus more likely existed than not. The attempt to manufacture controversy about this is one of the reasons 
why mythicists are rightly compared to creationists and other denialists. 
 
 
 
McGrath on the Amazing Infallible Ehrman 
http://freethoughtblogs.com/carrier/archives/749 (accessed April 14, 2012) 
 
March 25, 2012 at 2:37 pm 
Richard Carrier 
 
James McGrath responded to my reply to Ehrman’s intemperate and badly worded assault on the theory that Jesus 
was mythical (McGrath: Responding to Richard Carrier’s Response to Bart Ehrman), and as such represents 
exactly what is wrong with defenders of historicity: carelessness, post hoc rationalization, and factual error. I shall 
examine these flaws in detail, because they are important: they demonstrate how bankrupt historicity is as a position 
(or at least “unyielding” historicity…a historicist who allowed for the possibility of myth is a creature I rarely meet). 
 
McGrath’s overall thesis he asserts in his conclusion: “Ehrman did not make mistakes in his piece.” Except that he 
did. In every respect I documented. McGrath actually couldn’t refute that (not in one single instance did McGrath 
even purport to correct any factual claim in my post), so he has to try other tactics to get a success out of a fail. 
 

Making Excuses 
 
McGrath begins by trying to make excuses for the atrociously inaccurate wording of Ehrman’s article by claiming 
the editors did it, and that this is normal. That is simply false. I have written for numerous periodicals as well as 
other websites as guests, and always I am given a proof and asked to correct any errors in it. Consistently, they 
correct any errors I say there are, including confusions of wording. And I have never had an editor edit my wording 



so egregiously as McGrath’s argument requires (the only thing that comes close is a religious organization “editing” 
an essay of mine without my consent). It is in fact a fundamental requirement of journalistic ethics to ensure that an 
article accurately represents the true thoughts of the author. My publishers have always been very concerned with 
this, and with making sure I fully approve of what posts.  [VIA: Perhaps, but this is then “he said,” “he said.” This 
will only require testimony. Regardless, it still seems reasonable that nuance and precision are lost, regardless of 
how “accurate” an abbreviated article may be.] 
 
Here at Freethought Blogs we have several contributors to The Huffington Post, and they actually tell me that 
HuffPo editors do little to no editing, in fact only reinforcing standards and practices and correcting for typos and 
suggesting improvements for readability. They don’t rewrite your articles. They certainly don’t rewrite them and 
publish them without even consulting you as to the accuracy or acceptability of the result first. As our own Chris 
Rodda told me by email: 
 

I’ve been a blogger on HuffPost for nearly four years, and they have almost never edited any piece that I’ve 
written, and on the rare occasions when they did they were very minor edits (grammar and spelling 
corrections, breaking up long sentences, etc.). Out of all the many, many pieces I’ve written there, there 
was only one where the editors wanted to make any significant changes, and in that case they contacted me 
first and sent me a draft of their proposed changes for my approval prior to publishing the piece. So I do not 
believe for a minute that HuffPost would edit anyone’s piece in the way they’re being accused of. 

 
That McGrath would attempt such an absurd and bogus defense suggests that he, too, is very worried about how 
badly worded and inaccurate Ehrman’s article is, but can’t bring himself to admit it. I have to wonder why. 
 

Wait, What Was That about Academic Freedom Again? 
 
McGrath says my post will only persuade mythicists, and thus completely dismisses my defense of the principles of 
academic freedom. It is most strange that McGrath says nothing in favor of academic freedom, not even to insist he 
supports it and wouldn’t dare think of doing the things Ehrman’s post intimates their industry does or would do to 
suppress it, not even to agree that it is inappropriate to ridicule and assault the character of qualified peers in an 
attempt to intimidate others from supporting them. In short, he doesn’t even acknowledge that historicists ought to 
agree with everything I said about that. No, my defense of academic freedom “will only carry weight with people 
who desperately want there not to have been a historical Jesus.” That’s disturbing. Particularly as it actually proves 
everything I said. Thanks, James McGrath. 
 

Wait, Why Does the Order of Evidence Matter Again? 
 
McGrath then launches into a rebuttal to my remarks on the evidence. The weirdest thing about this is not that he 
tries the fallacy of “poisoning the well” (and that the very first thing he does, which is indeed a recognized tactic: 
it’s exactly how a dishonest opponent is supposed to use that fallacy! Nice, James McGrath) by intimating that I am 
engaging in the nefarious and dishonest “tactics” of the crank mythicists (and thereby implying I am no different 
than them, as if my methods and motives and qualifications were no better). No, the weirdest thing is that he turns a 
logical order of discussion into evidence of evil nefarious purposes: 
 

Carrier engages in a common mythicist tactic also used by promoters of other forms of pseudoscholarship: 
begin with the less strong evidence and sow doubt, in the hope that when you get to the stronger evidence, 
your audience will be inclined to accept your implausible dismissal of it. Carrier describes as “Ehrman’s 
only evidence” Paul’s reference in Galatians to having met “James the brother of the Lord.” 

 
What he means to say is that the James passage is his strongest evidence (I appreciate his admitting this, because it 
helps my point), and so I put that last, and lead with the other stuff, to “sow doubt.” (“Sowing doubt” meaning what 
anyone else would call arguing a case.) Rather than the actual reason I did that, which was to hold off the longest 
digression and the most disputed question until the end, so I could wrap up the easy stuff first and keep readers 
engaged. It is a perfectly logical sequence to address the clear points first, then close with the strongest point of 
debate. Instead of acknowledge that, he uses my ability to organize essays as evidence of my evil (and therefore 
disreputable) intentions. This dastardly scholar is trying to corrupt your mind with a wicked use of logical order.  



[VIA: I would concur with Carrier here a bit. Tactic, presentation, etc., are all irrelevant when arguing history. What 
matters is strength of evidence. Whether Carrier is employing a tactic or not is more ad hominem than helpful.] 
 
The irony is, this is the kind of tactic I’d expect from a fringe myther. McGrath, like Ehrman, has become the very 
thing they despise: a logic-dismissing conspiracy theorist. I will get back to this James thing. Once again, last. 
 

Wait, Why is Being a Roman Author Relevant Again? 
 
McGrath amusingly argues that Ehrman made no mistakes, then assiduously attempts to explain all his mistakes (so, 
which is it, did he make mistakes that require an explanation, or is everything he said unmistaken?). For example, 
McGrath astonishingly attempts this defense of Ehrman: 
 

Ehrman points out that Roman sources do not mention Pontius Pilate. Presumably he does not mean writers 
of the Roman era, but Roman authors in the strict sense, since there is no way that Ehrman could possibly 
be unaware that Philo and Josephus made reference to Pilate. 

 
But Pilate references Pilate. Pilate is a Roman source. So, fail. But that’s not even the most pertinent point: the 
distinction McGrath is attempting here makes absolutely no sense in the context of Ehrman’s argument. What does 
it matter whether a source is Roman or not? A source is a source. Ehrman gives no explanation of why someone 
being a Roman matters to his point–nor could he have, since it doesn’t, and never logically could. It’s just worse that 
in fact Philo and Josephus were Romans (Josephus was certainly a Roman citizen and lived in Rome itself for part 
of his life; and, as I explained in my article, Philo was almost certainly a Roman citizen as well). So is McGrath 
saying Jews can’t be Romans? That would seem to mean Jews can’t be Americans, either. And even if such a 
strange thing were true, it would again be irrelevant. Yes, Philo and Josephus were not descended from Italians nor 
native speakers of Latin…so? McGrath’s whole argument here is fantastically illogical, and reeks of desperation. 
The more so as it ignores the fact that Pilate is descended from Italians and a native speaker of Latin (and a Roman 
government official), and he attests his own existence as an eyewitness thereto, by one of the best pieces of evidence 
historians of antiquity can ever have.  [VIA: Carrier makes a point here, and something that Ehrman should perhaps 
be more careful on. However, Carrier offers no consolation either, in that going on about this semantic issue appears 
to be nit-picking rather than evidence offering.] 
 
McGrath just can’t bring himself to admit that Ehrman so badly miswrote that he stated in a public article that will 
be read by millions of people a factually false claim. I agree that is not a lie or evidence of ignorance. It’s just 
terrible, terrible, terrible writing. Which is just as incompetent, just as careless, and just as warranting a correction. 
 

Wait, What Was That about Only Officials Erecting Inscriptions? 
 
McGrath betrays his ignorance and incompetence as a historian of antiquity with his next monstrous foot-in-mouth 
gaffe: 
 

Carrier’s mention of inscriptions leaves off the obvious reason why we have no inscriptions referring to 
Jesus: prefects and procurators and governors and kings made inscriptions, as did other public 
functionaries. When, where, and why would a figure like Jesus have made an inscription, or had one made 
that referred to him? Mythicists regularly and frustratingly fail to compare like with like. 

 
I nearly fell out of my chair when I read that. (And not because I didn’t say Jesus would erect an inscription; read 
my article again, James.) McGrath’s claim about who erected inscriptions in antiquity is false. Now, it is bad enough 
that McGrath didn’t know that. What makes him incompetent is not his ignorance, though, but the fact that it didn’t 
even occur to him to check this claim before making it. This is a classic example of a very error many mythicists 
make that annoys McGrath, yet here he is, doing the exact same thing. 
 
Okay. Epigraphy 101: Who erected inscriptions in antiquity? Nearly every kind of person with money. Yes, 
government people and public functionaries erected inscriptions. But the vast majority of ancient inscriptions were 
made by private citizens. Not just in graveyards, either. But we do have those, tens of thousands of funerary 
epitaphs, by all manner of not just wealthy but also middle class folk, celebrating their freedom from slavery or their 



profession or even, in many cases, their philosophy or religion. But leave those aside; I’ll also exclude graffiti; or 
marks on tombs or ossuaries (as the Jesus Tomb nuts…notably, historicists, not mythicists…keep claiming we 
have for Jesus). Even after leaving all those out, we still have inscriptions by practitioners of nearly every major 
religion in antiquity: pick your god, there is probably an inscription somewhere, by someone, celebrating them (the 
inscriptions attesting the miracles at Epidaurus, commissioned by those healed there, is just the most famous 
example; but we have thousands of inscriptions by Mithraists, and likewise by those of other cults, including Jews, 
e.g. the Revelation of Gabriel is one of those most recently discovered, and is an example of precisely the kind of 
thing we have from a fringe Jewish cult that we don’t have from Christianity); we also have inscriptions by 
philosophy enthusiasts, celebrating and broadcasting their philosophy to the public (something you’d think 
Christians were most keen to do, being evangelistic missionaries and all). 

To give you just three pertinent examples (of 
dozens I could discuss): 
 
(1) Diogenes of Oenoanda, a private citizen, 
commissioned a massive public inscription 
detailing his salvific philosophy for the good 
of mankind, declaring as its purpose “to help 
those who come after us” by publicizing “the 
remedies of salvation.” This was an 
Epicurean, who didn’t even believe in an 
afterlife or a coming end of the world to 
warn people about, yet he spent his own 
money to publish his gospel. Obviously 
Christians would be unable to do this in 
Judea, but they would have been free to in 
pagan cities for at least two centuries 
(contrary to the usual claims, Christianity 

was not actually outlawed and was rarely persecuted by Romans, as Acts routinely demonstrates and as we can tell 
even from Tacitus’ account, in which Christians had to be accused of arson to finally prosecute them; see Not the 
Impossible Faith, ch. 8, pp. 219-20). 
 
They never erected any, for at least two centuries. Well, except heretics: evidently a Valentinian in the late second 
century finally got around to it. But no one else? Never for a hundred and fifty years? (I shouldn’t have to remind 
you that that latter inscription is a direct refutation of McGrath’s generalization that no Christians would ever do 
this. How is it that he didn’t hear of it? It was quite a big news item in our field last year.) And please, let’s not hear 
fallacious rebuttals to the Diogenes example (e.g. don’t tell me a Christian inscription was unlikely to be as 
elaborate and expensive as that of Diogenes; I am not saying it would be). And again, please, don’t ignore what I 
already said about this (in my original post I already listed reasons why such an inscription might not have been 
commissioned; that it “definitely would be” is not what I’m saying). 
 
(2) We have an inscription (at Lanuvium, Italy) stating the rules of a private dinner club; these were religious 
associations that represent one of the models that early Christianity followed (and which they could even have done 
legally, had they wanted), in which members would have their burials charitably assured by their membership 
(among other charitable aims from the pooling of member resources), and in which they often shared fictive kinship 
(they were brethren), and shared communion in the form of regular divine meals (often of fish, bread, and wine) in 
celebration of a savior god. The Lanuvium inscription preserves the rules of order for one of these, which notably 
reflect some of the same concerns Paul faced with his dinner clubs (those rowdy Christian eucharist parties: see 1 
Corinthians 11:16-34), and for which Paul voiced some of the same solutions, which (like at Lanuvium) must only 
have become more elaborate and codified over subsequent decades. 
 
No Christians, in a hundred years of practicing, across seventy or more churches, ever once thought to write up their 
rules on a house wall, like pagan dinner clubs had? Nor even so much as to carve or scrawl “Jesus is Lord” on 
anything, anywhere? Note that I did not say we should necessarily expect them to; I listed many reasons why they 
might not have gotten around to it (and any such inscription would not have been as elaborate as at Lanuvium, 
which followed the law and sought a license to operate from the state, and so on, so I am not implying they would be 
identical, but that the same purpose would be served by minimally equivalent behavior). But for McGrath to give a 



reason they wouldn’t do this that is actually blatantly false (‘only state officials did that’) simply illustrates why 
historicists just aren’t thinking rationally, nor acting like careful scholars in this debate. Which tells you something 
about the merits of their position: it is more based on careless, irrational thinking than on careful, logical arguments. 
 
(3) In chapter 4 of his excellent history of Christianity in its pagan context (Pagans and Christians, sadly out of 
print), Robin Lane Fox discusses an example of a private cult erecting an inscription to record the fact that they had 
recently been having a spate of revelations from God (and had consulted an oracle about it and were publishing its 
reply). This was in the city of Miletus; the cult was that of Demeter; and the celebrant who commissioned it was 
Alexandra, who was in a position similar to that of Peter: the inscription reads (in part) “Ever since she has taken on 
her priesthood” the “gods have been appearing in visitations as never before” either to or in the form of “girls and 
women, but also, men and children.” The inscription asks, “What does such a thing mean? Is it the sign of 
something good?” (the oracle’s answer was basically yes). 
 
Here we have visions, seen as an exciting new event, being celebrated in stone. Christians could easily have done 
the same, erecting all manner of messages, in honor of their god, or to advertise their gospel, or to warn people to 
repent, and many other possible things. To suggest only “public functionaries” could do this is simply false. I have 
given talks in which I use two other examples illustrating the same point: a brief inscription by the wizard 
Harnouphis celebrating a “manifestation” he had experienced of the goddess Isis; and the Memnon inscriptions, 
where a famous moaning statue in Egypt became covered with privately-commissioned inscriptions celebrating each 
witness’s experience of the miracle (even dating when it happened).  [VIA: Okay. So the inquiry I have, however, is 
that if this is true, and that Christians (how early?) could have written these things, this must then follow that literacy 
(writing and reading) was quite widespread and common. If that is the case, could it also follow that the testimonies 
we therefore have in the Gospels are plausibly early? Carrier’s argument here seems to extend into the late 1st c. and 
early 2nd c., which poses some dating issues. But it seems that a more careful explanation of literacy is needed here.] 
 
Of course by the third century onward we have Christian inscriptions and artwork in the catacombs as yet another 
example. But they would not have been limited to that location or medium. To argue that private citizens and 
religious adherents didn’t erect inscriptions pertaining to their religions is simply ridiculous, and one of the most 
boner mistakes I’ve yet seen from someone claiming to know what he’s talking about. 
 

Wait, What Does the Word “Have” Mean, Again? 
 
McGrath attempts to salvage Ehrman’s disastrously misleading wordage by claiming it wasn’t misleading at all. 
Which would suggest McGrath is a lousy teacher, as anyone who instructs students or deals with the public would 
be appalled by Ehrman’s sloppy phrasing, knowing full well how misleading it would be, and how badly it will 
miseducate those who hear it said. McGrath says: 
 

Carrier makes much of the statement “we have” but once again there is no sense in which Ehrman could 
reasonably be thought to be claiming that he has a copy of Q, for instance. His meaning is not ambiguous, 
nor is it mistaken. 

 
Experts like McGrath and I know that “Ehrman could not reasonably be thought to be claiming that he has a copy of 
Q,” but all other readers of that article won’t know that. Exactly as I said originally: I am now going to be met with 
people for years and years who repeat to me that Ehrman said we have “multiple” Aramaic sources dating to the 30s 
A.D. That was a massively irresponsible way to word his sentence. McGrath won’t even admit that. Even though it 
was obvious to dozens of readers, as confirmed in comments on my blog and elsewhere. McGrath would never 
accept this kind of misstep from a mythicist. Nor would he accept his own excuse for it. So once again McGrath 
becomes the very thing he opposes. 
 
Fact is, Ehrman’s wording is ambiguous. In fact, worse than, because it literally says what Ehrman did not mean to 
say. That’s not ambiguous; it’s false. The only saving grace is that Ehrman cannot have intended it that way. But 
that’s what makes his writing here atrocious to the extreme. What is actually ambiguous is the fact that it’s not even 
agreed that Q ever existed (likewise anything else he could have meant). Ehrman gives no hint whatsoever that that 
is true, but instead declares this source exists with absolute certainty and beyond any doubt. But it’s worse than that 
even, because, as I pointed out, Ehrman went on to declare that this non-existed document whose existence is still 



debated amounts to amazing proof of the historicity of Jesus, which is not in any possible sense a logically correct 
inference to make. Indeed, he even confidently declares that it dates within a “year or two” of Jesus! That is the 
exact kind of obfuscatory triumphalism McGrath loathes from the mythicists. But as soon as a historicist commits 
the same sin, now it’s not an error in even the slightest possible respect. See where this is going? 
 

 Not Getting the Point 
 
That covers most of McGrath’s failed attempt to rehabilitate Ehrman’s article. But before I get to the last item, I 
have to pause to discuss how McGrath routinely fails to get the point of what I’ve said. Here is a good example of 
what I mean… 
 
He quotes me saying this: 
 

The consequence of this is that you must accept that Philo’s silence argues against the existence of Jesus as 
depicted in the Gospels. One must therefore conclude the Gospels substantially fictionalize the story of 
Jesus. I don’t think Ehrman disagrees with that conclusion, but he loses sight of it in his attempt to mock 
the importance of this kind of evidence, the silence of external sources. 

 
To which McGrath responds: 
 

This is (apart from the very last clause, perhaps) a wonderful statement of the very point Ehrman is seeking 
to make, as Carrier seems to realize. Yet for some reason, Carrier aligns himself against Ehrman and 
mainstream scholarship even when articulating the evidence in favor of its conclusions. 

 
Thus demonstrating he completely missed the point. He at least gets that I actually agree with Ehrman that silences 
are not alone sufficient to demonstrate Jesus didn’t exist (I have always made this point, for years now, and McGrath 
surely knows this). But my point here is that Ehrman’s dismissal of silences as irrelevant to any conclusion about 
historicity, by suggesting we would never have any attestation outside the Bible, throws the baby out with the 
bathwater. Ehrman is actually destroying the very argument McGrath is here trying to rehabilitate: that such silences 
are indeed significant. In precisely the way I state, and McGrath affirms: they argue “against the existence of 
Jesus as depicted in the Gospels” and we therefore must “conclude the Gospels substantially fictionalize the story of 
Jesus.” That conclusion does not follow if we accept what Ehrman says about silences in other sources. Do you see 
the problem? Ehrman is actually attacking the very premise of McGrath’s own argument. I do not believe Ehrman 
intended to do that, but in his intemperate zeal to mock arguments from silence, he didn’t even notice that he was 
attacking himself. 
 
McGrath does stuff like this many times, painting me with the same brush as all mythicists, when in fact he knows 
better. For example, I completely agree with him that Christianity is far more a product of its Jewish roots than its 
pagan inspirations. I have said this repeatedly for years now, and again I know McGrath knows this. So why does he 
write as though he is schooling me on that point, when in fact I have been schooling mythicists on it myself? He also 
knows that I argue Paul got his commandments “from the Lord” directly, by revelation (and in my post that he is 
replying to, I gave examples and referenced passages proving this). Yet he argues Paul quotes Jesus, therefore 
proving Jesus exists (even though I devoted a whole paragraph in my post to why that is an invalid inference; 
McGrath says nothing in response to it). 
 
McGrath likewise says “Ehrman is clearly correct that there was no expectation prior to the rise of Christianity that a 
Davidic Messiah – i.e. the one who would restore the kingdom to the line of David”  (a distinction Ehrman did not 
make; you see, like a biblical fundamentalist, McGrath has to correct his oracle before claiming it is infallible) 
“would be executed by the foreign empire ruling over the Jewish people,” but this ignores the argument I actually 
made, that nevertheless a messiah who would die to atone for the sins of Israel was expected by some Jews 
(McGrath doesn’t even mention this or interact with any of my evidence or argument for it). You can’t push that fact 
under the rug with yet another no-true-Scottsman fallacy. 
 
The irony is that as soon as McGrath introduces this element (of the role of a Davidic messiah), he destroys 
Ehrman’s argument: because Christians did believe in Ehrman’s messiah in that sense…for Jesus was on his way to 



do exactly what Ehrman says all Jews expected a messiah to do: destroy the enemies of God and reestablish home 
rule. You see, McGrath confuses Ehrman’s argument that no one would countenance a dying messiah, with the 
argument that Christians didn’t believe in a militarily triumphant messiah. They obviously did. Thus, McGrath’s 
attempted revision of Ehrman’s argument fails, and it fails precisely because Ehrman was wrong about Jews not 
imaging this messiah could die first. 
 
McGrath thus routinely misses the point. 
 
Another boner example is what he finally does say about academic freedom: 
 

Carrier doesn’t address whether he thinks people ought to be allowed to pursue young-earth creationist or 
intelligent design research in mainstream academic contexts. But his argument is one that proponents of 
those views have used to argue precisely that. 

 
This is a false analogy (the evidence for evolution is vastly greater, billions of times greater, than that for 
historicity), but more importantly, it ignores what I said in some detail: McGrath is committing the very sin I labored 
to explain Ehrman was, that of confusing a theory with a method. Should professors be free to pursue “creationist or 
intelligent design research” using valid methods? Yes! It would be completely wrong to reject all works submitted to 
peer review just because they argued for ID, even when their facts are correct and their methodology sound. 
Likewise it would be wrong to fire them or otherwise persecute them because they did that. It’s just that that hasn’t 
happened yet. No one has produced a pro-ID argument based on correct facts and sound methodology. 
 
Which brings us back to that false analogy thing. Creationists want an exception to be made that allows their 
fallacious methods and false claims equal respect; I do not want that for mythicism. I want mythicism to be treated 
equally with all other theories about Jesus, by the same standards of method and argument. Ehrman’s sin is in acting 
like that is a priori impossible and therefore all mythicism is creationism. He is therefore setting up an untouchable 
dogma, all who even contemplate questioning it be damned–literally, by every institutional means available; 
McGrath agrees with Ehrman on that, because he just said we should be treated like Creationists. Whereas I made 
the crucial distinction that bad methodologies warrant that treatment, not debatable theories; McGrath epically fails 
to get the point. 
 
Yet another example is where I actually agree with McGrath, and again it is worth pointing out why, because it 
reveals how badly he misses the point. McGrath says “if one is willing to posit interpolations where the manuscript 
evidence does not show evidence of such interpolation, then one can draw any conclusion,” so we can’t rely on that. 
I agree (see my previous comment on this; although McGrath is wrong to say one must have manuscript evidence, 
as even mainstream textual critics like Ehrman accept non-manuscript evidence; I can only assume McGrath was 
being hyperbolic, as otherwise he should know this). I did not argue the evidence should be dismissed because it 
could be an interpolation; I said the evidence was shaky because it could be an interpolation. That is, the probability 
of it being one (even if low, it is not vanishingly low) makes resting one’s entire case for historicity on this one 
single use of two Greek words in a document collection known for harmonizing and dogmatic interpolations, should 
be alarming, and not grounds for inviolable certainty. McGrath doesn’t seem to understand the weight of that point. 
But as David Hacket Fischer demonstrated (in Historians’ Fallacies), historians tend to be logic challenged. 
So I guess in ancient Rome, “Misser of Points” would be McGrath’s cognomen (I thereby dub him Iacobus 
Magrathius Amissoquaestio). In the same vein, McGrath also ignores maybe 90% of the things I said (facts, 
arguments, essential points). It’s always interesting to compare what a critic responds to, with what they ignore. It’s 
usually all the things that refute their claims and generalizations. Take a look for yourself: read his critique, then go 
back and read the article he is criticizing. 
 
That leaves one last thing (that same thing I covered last the first time)… 
 

James the (Adopted/Biological?) Brother of the Lord 
 
I argued that all Christians were “brothers of the Lord” because: (a) they were all adopted sons of God, (b) Jesus was 
an adopted son of God, and (c) that by definition made them all the adopted brothers of Jesus; and (d) Christians 
called each other brother, therefore they would have called each other brothers of Jesus, too. I also showed (e) that 



they believed Jesus had explicitly called them his brothers and (f) they explicitly said Jesus was only “the firstborn 
among many brethren.” Another important point I made is that Jesus became Lord at his adoption, so Christians 
would be brothers of the Lord specifically, a uniquely Christian concept (and one that could only have been uttered 
after the origins of Christianity; e.g., even if James was the biological brother of Jesus, he would never have been 
called “the brother of the Lord” until Christians invented that phrase for him). 
 
McGrath does not challenge any of the above (which is fortunate, because it is all proved conclusively from 
passages in Paul, which I cited profusely). The argument then follows: all Christians were the brothers of the Lord; 
so it would be confusing to call James a brother of the Lord. Because which do you mean? The James who is the 
biological brother of the Lord, or the James who is the adopted brother of the Lord? And even if we can guess, why 
use the confusing phrase at all? Why would a phrase that was equally true of all Christians, ever be used to uniquely 
identify biological brothers? Christians would only do that if somehow they policed the phrase and prevented 
Christians from using it of themselves (even though it would be correctly used that way otherwise), and restricted it 
only to specify biology, and that somehow all Christians knew this (it’s ability to uniquely identify being the only 
point of Paul using the phrase at all, on the historicist thesis). Even though this goes against the Christian doctrine 
that all are equals, and no one has a special privilege from being biologically related to anyone. 
 
I explored other possibilities, but McGrath is too easily distracted so I won’t reiterate those. He can only handle one 
argument at a time. So let’s do that. We have two theories: (1) that Paul is merely saying James is a Christian 
(hypothesis), because all Christians were brothers of the Lord (established fact) and (2) that Paul means to say James 
is a biological and not adopted brother of Jesus (hypothesis), because Christians policed the use of the phrase in such 
a way as to make that a practical way to indicate that distinction (not in evidence). The fact that (2) requires 
assuming something ad hoc, but (1) does not, makes (1) initially more probable than (2). To borrow McGrath’s own 
words, “the phrase is clear.” All Christians are brothers of the Lord, James is a brother of the Lord. You do the math. 
If we have to add to it something whose probability is not 100% (the assumption of policing behavior), the 
probability drops. For example, if that policing behavior has a 50% chance of being true, while Christians being the 
brothers of the Lord has a 100% chance of being true (as I proved it did), then P(1) = P x 1 and P(2) = P x 0.5. If we 
start without presuppositions, i.e. before examining any evidence in the case, (1) and (2) are equally likely. So if (2) 
is reduced by half, and (1) is not, (2) is initially half as likely as (1), so in total probability, the relatives priors for (1) 
and (2) are 0.67 and 0.33, respectively (if we assume no other theories have a significant prior probability). There is 
no getting around this. That is the logic of evidence. 
 
Now, initially likely does not mean ultimately likely. We have to examine the remaining evidence. But there, if we 
reject the Gospels as myth (as well as much later legends), all we have are the letters of Paul. And nowhere in those 
letters does Paul mention Jesus having had specifically biological brothers. But he frequently talks about Jesus 
having adopted brothers: all Christians. That is exactly what we expect if (1) is true. But if (2) were true we would 
have some expectation the evidence would be different; it would not be a certainty, but there would be some 
probability that Paul would more clearly mention Jesus having biological kin. Therefore, the probability of the 
evidence we actually have on (2) is somewhat less than 100%. Let’s say it’s 90% (I’m just picking a number; it has 
to be something less than 1, the difference representing the probability that Paul would have mentioned this more 
clearly, in this arbitrary case I’m saying that probability is 10% or just 1 in 10). But the probability of the evidence 
we actually have on (1) is arguably 100% (or near enough). If we assume no other theories have a prior probability 
even near 1%, then this gives us a Bayesian result of P(2) = (.33 x .9) / [(.33 x .9) + (.67 x 1)] = .297 / (.297 + .67) = 
.297 / .967 = 0.31, only a 31% chance McGrath’s theory is correct, and a nearly 69% chance the mythicists are 
correct on this one. [And if we make a case that P(e|(1)) is less than 100%, as subsequent comments have attempted, 
then for this passage to be evidence for historicity, P(e|(1)) has to be less than 45%, but that's when e includes all 
evidence pertaining to the case, not just what's in Paul--and that's assuming P(e|(2)) = 90%, which is already 
unreasonable, especially when e includes all evidence pertaining to the case, not just what's in Paul.] 
 
This is how James attempts to reply: 
 

There is no evidence for any Jews in Paul’s time speaking of God having a brother, and so the most natural 
reference is to Jesus being the Lord here, as indeed Paul refers to him often with this title. 

 
This doesn’t respond to anything I argued. I never said God had a brother, or that Lord meant God. I said Jesus is the 
Lord, and as such was the adopted son of God (not brother of God), and as such all Christians, who were also the 



adopted sons of God, were the brothers of Jesus (in his role as Lord). McGrath’s failure to even grasp my obvious 
point calls into question his ability to evaluate any arguments whatever. 
 
Moving on… 
 

Carrier then follows mythicists like Earl Doherty in trying to suggest that “brother(s) of” can mean the 
same thing as “brother(s) in.” But the two phrases are obviously distinct in meaning, and based on the 
evidence available, it was not the custom in this time to refer to Christians in general, or a specific subset of 
Christians, as “brothers of the Lord.” 

 
McGrath is making things up here. There is no instance anywhere in Paul’s letters of him ever saying such a thing as 
“brothers in” anything (much less brothers “in the Lord” or in Christ or in Jesus; claims to the contrary 
notwithstanding). Yes, the two phrases are obviously distinct in meaning. Which is precisely why Paul would 
never use “brother in the Lord.” Christians were not brothers in the Lord, they were actually the brothers of the Lord. 
McGrath seems to be confusing completely different phrases, that don’t relate here. See, for example, Romans 
16:8-19, where Paul is describing the virtues of various brethren, but not once calling them by the appellation 
brother (or sister), except in verse 14, which conspicuously omits “in the Lord/Christ” despite that being commonly 
used in the other sentences. Notice how the meanings there don’t work the other way around: is Ampliatus Paul’s 
“beloved of the Lord”? No. Is Urbanus their “fellow-worker of Christ?” No. Is Apelles “the approved of Christ”? 
No. Are those in the household of Narcissus “of the Lord”? No. Do Tryphaena and Tryphosa and Persis “labor of the 
Lord”? No. Was Rufus “the chosen of the Lord”? No. In each case they are in the Lord (literally: see The Empty 
Tomb, pp. 144-47, e.g. Romans 8:1 and Romans 12:5 and 2 Cor. 5:17), or they are these things in respect to the 
Lord. 
 
Let’s look at the very different case of kinship: are Christians only brothers in the Lord? No. That would mean they 
were all brothers of each other because they were physically in the body or care or bosom of the Lord (by having 
faith in the Lord: Gal. 3:25-29) but that they weren’t thereby the brothers of the Lord. Just as above: every time you 
are something because you are in Christ, this is because you are not that something of Christ. You do not share 
equality with Christ in that respect, you are simply a part of him. But this is not the case for kinship. Jesus calls 
Christians his brothers; Christians called Jesus the firstborn of many brethren; Christians regarded themselves as the 
adopted sons of God and regarded Jesus as also the adopted son of that same God. Thus all Christians were in fact 
the brothers of the Lord, not just brothers of each other in the Lord. 
 
To suggest otherwise is to insist that Paul defied all conventions of the Greek language, all common sense, all literal 
truth as he understood it, and chose to avoid the natural expression “brother of” for some unexplained reason even 
when it was correct, without any evidence he ever did that, or would. McGrath somehow thinks that is a more 
natural way to read the text than what I just explained above. You decide. 
 
It’s pretty clear to me. If the Lord said you were his brother, you were the brother of the Lord; why would it ever 
occur to any speaker of Greek to think or say otherwise? McGrath pulls the same stunt Ehrman did, and references 
on his behalf evidence that doesn’t exist: “it was not the custom in this time to refer to Christians in general, or a 
specific subset of Christians, as ‘brothers of the Lord’.” Custom of the time? Based on what? We only have the 
letters of Paul. How does McGrath know what the custom of the time was, except by reference to the letters of Paul? 
We can clearly infer from all the evidence I presented (notice all the verses I listed; McGrath lists not one) that this 
was in fact the custom of the time; and the evidence shows Christians were all called brothers, and believed 
themselves to be the brother of Christ, and the one thing that would distinguish their brotherhood from any others, 
was that they were his brothers. In fact Paul twice refers to Christians as “brothers of the Lord,” unless McGrath 
circularly assumes he doesn’t. 
 
Thus, circular arguments, and generalizations based on no evidence, purporting to know the contents of sources we 
don’t have, to arrive at a conclusion contrary to obvious logic. That’s bad argument 101. This is what historicists 
attempt to stand on. And they are surprised they are losing clout with their audience? 
 
[Ironically, amateurs have suggested better counter-arguments here than McGrath, although those also fail: see my 
comments on stylistic usage, generic usage, and objective reading] 



 
The Succinct Conclusion 

 
The irony is that, when we consider everything I examined above, McGrath proves he is the one who “is clearly and 
unambiguously trying to make a case for a predetermined conviction, not follow the evidence where it leads” (his 
own words, fallacious projected onto me, when they clearly describe himself…and Freud is smiling in his grave). 
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Richard Carrier  
 
Having completed and fully annotated Ehrman’s new book Did Jesus Exist? The Historical Argument for Jesus of 
Nazareth (Harper 2012), I can officially say it is filled with factual errors, logical fallacies, and badly worded 
arguments. Moreover, it completely fails at its one explicit task: to effectively critique the arguments for Jesus being 
a mythical person. Lousy with errors and failing even at the one useful thing it could have done, this is not a book I 
can recommend. 
 

Overall Impressions 
 
I was certain this would be a great book, the very best in its category. And I said this, publicly, many times in 
anticipation of it. It’s actually the worst. It’s almost as bad, in fact, as The Jesus Mysteries by Freke & Gandy (and I 
did not hyperlink that title because I absolutely do not want you to buy it: it will disease your mind with rampant 
unsourced falsehoods and completely miseducate you about the ancient world and ancient religion). I was eagerly 
hoping for a book I could recommend as the best case for historicity (but alas, that title stays with the inadequate but 
nevertheless competent, if not always correct, treatment in Van Voorst’s Jesus Outside the New Testament and 
Theissen & Merz’s The Historical Jesus). I was also expecting it to be a good go-to rebuttal to the plethora of bad 
mythicism out there, so I could just refer people to this book every time they ask me why (for example) Freke & 
Gandy suck. 
 
But I cannot recommend books that are so full of errors that they will badly mislead and miseducate the reader, and 
that commit so many mistakes that I have to substantially and extensively correct them. Did Jesus Exist? ultimately 
misinforms more than it informs, and that actually makes it worse than bad. Like the worst of mythicist literature, 
you will come away after reading it with more false information in your head than true, and that makes my job as a 
historian harder, because now I have to fix everything he screwed up. This is why I don’t recommend anyone ever 
read bad mythicist literature, because it will only fill your head with nonsense that I will have to work harder to 
correct. Ehrman’s book ironically does much the same thing. Therefore, it officially sucks.  [VIA: I appreciate 
Carrier’s call to avoid bad mythicist literature and bad history.] 
 
The most alarming irony that struck me is that part of his failure is apparently a matter of professional qualifications. 
I say ironic because it’s something he makes so much of: we supposedly can’t do competent work because we don’t 
have degrees “specifically” in early Christian history (though in fact I and Robert Price do; Ehrman falsely claims 
my degree is only in “classics,” a strange ploy I’ll remark on later); but it is his incompetence in classics (e.g. 
knowledge of ancient culture and literature) and ancient history (e.g. understanding the methodology of the field and 
the background facts of the period) that trips him up several times. In the next part of this article I will document 
several examples. 
 
This book is also badly written (I’ll give some examples of that, too) and almost useless in its treatment of mythicist 
authors (even when he’s right). The latter failure I find the most disappointing. Almost none of this 361 page book is 
a critique of the “bad” mythicists. He barely even mentions most of them. Indeed, if he mentioned Atwill even once 
it was in passing at best, and for the few authors he spends any time discussing (mainly Murdock and Freke & 



Gandy), he is largely dismissive and careless (indeed, his only real refutation of them amounts to little more than 
nine pages, pp. 21-30). I was hoping for a well-researched refutation of these authors so I could recommend this 
book to students, so they could see what sound scholarship looks like and to correct the errors in their heads after 
reading authors like these. But this book simply doesn’t do that. 
 
That alone I could live with (although I would have rather he not addressed them at all if he wasn’t going to address 
them competently). But even his treatment of the “good” mythicists (which comprises maybe half the book) is weak 
to the point of useless. This would be (principally) myself, Robert Price, Earl Doherty, G.A. Wells, Thomas 
Thompson, and (perhaps) Frank Zindler. He treats our arguments only selectively, never comprehensively, and I 
never once saw him actually engage directly with any single mythicist case for their theory of Christian origins–as 
in, describing the theory correctly, listing the evidence its proponent offers for each element, and then evaluating 
that evidence and the logical connection between it and their conclusion. You won’t find this done once, anywhere 
in this book, for any author. He just cherry picks isolated claims and argues against them, often with minimal 
reference to the facts its proponent has claimed support it. 
 
The next most alarming thing about this book is its astonishing plethora of blatant logical fallacies and self-
contradictions. An attentive reader, who was aware of the actual facts, would come away from this book believing 
historicity can only be defended by deploying a methodological framework that would produce absurd conclusions 
if applied to any other subject in the history of myth and religion (I’ll demonstrate what I mean in the last half of this 
article). I wrote Proving History in part to bring to public attention the fact that even specialists in the methodology 
of Jesus studies have all concluded that its methodology is logically fallacious and urgently in need of replacement. 
But Ehrman not only uses that fallacious methodology (completely unaware of any of the literature in his own field 
refuting it), he makes the field’s methodology look even worse, routinely resorting to the most egregiously illogical 
arguments for his positions, yet with such absolute confidence one might not think they are reading the work of a 
careful and cautious scholar but a wild sensationalist, like some Christian apologist or the whackiest of mythers. 
 
Like Freke & Gandy, Ehrman is occasionally right. For example, that many mythicists are incompetent or do not 
argue their case well; or that they are often fanatically unmoved by evidence and logic and won’t abandon their 
theory no matter what is presented them. But historicity proponents are sometimes just as guilty of these faults–
Ehrman included, as I’ll demonstrate below. Ehrman will also decry bad mythicist literature, quite rightly, as “filled 
with patently false information and inconsistencies” (p. 27), but as we shall see, this sentence also describes 
Ehrman’s book. In fact, there are so many errors and fallacies and questionably worded statements in his book that 
documenting them all would produce a monstrously long article. So I will restrict myself to explaining several key 
examples, which are representative of countless other defects throughout the book. I might catalog more examples in 
future blog posts (and if I do I will link to them here). But I need to get on with doing what I must do here, which is 
give evidence for all that I have claimed above. 
 
[For those who want more examples, there are other reviews that address the flaws in this book, from the 
Preliminary Overview of Thomas Verenna to the extensive rebuttal series of Earl Doherty and Neil Godfrey. I am 
interested in any others you deem worth reading, so post any you know of in comments later and I might include 
them here. Also, for those who read my critique of Ehrman's Huffington Post article, and my response to his inept 
defender James McGrath, who want to know if Ehrman's book repeats the same errors as his article, the answer is 
technically no, it treats the same issues somewhat less erroneously/fallaciously, although the mistakes he made in 
that article remain relevant evidence of his carelessness and unreliability on this issue, and my responses to it 
likewise illustrate many elements of the mythicist case that are misrepresented or not even addressed in Ehrman's 
book.] 
  

Errors of Fact 
 
This is just a selection, to collectively illustrate a general point: 
 
The Priapus Bronze: In response to D.M. Murdock’s claim that there is a statue of a penis-nosed cockerel (which 
she says is a “symbol of St. Peter”) in the Vatican museum, Ehrman says that “there is no penis-nosed statue of Peter 
the cock in the Vatican or anywhere else except in books like this, which love to make things up” (p. 24). Ehrman 
evidently did no research on this and did not check this claim at all. Murdock quickly exposed this by providing 



numerous scholarly references, including actual photographs of the object (see The Phallic Savior of the World). 
Most important of these is Lorrayne Baird, “Priapus Gallinaceus: The Role of the Cock in Fertility and Eroticism in 
Classical Antiquity and the Middle Ages,” Studies in Iconography 7-8 (1981-82): 81-112. It does not have the 
name “Peter” on it (Murdock never claimed it did; that it represents him is only an interpretation), but it apparently 
exists (or did exist) exactly as she describes. 
 
At the very least I would expect Ehrman to have called the Vatican museum about this, and to have checked the 
literature on it, before arrogantly declaring no such object existed and implying Murdock made this up. I do not 
assume Murdock’s interpretation of the object is correct (there is no clear evidence it has anything to do with 
Christianity, much less Peter). But it’s existence appears to be beyond dispute. She did not make that up. The reason 
this error troubles me is that it is indicative of the carelessness and arrogance Ehrman exhibits throughout this book: 
like Freke & Gandy, he often doesn’t check his facts, and clearly did little to no research. This makes the book 
extremely unreliable. A reader must ask, if he got this wrong, what other assertions in the book are false? And since 
making sure to get details like this right is the only useful purpose this book could have had, how can we credit this 
book as anything but a failure? I needed this book to do a good job of refuting bad mythicism. Because if it doesn’t 
do that, it’s useless. 
 
The Doherty Slander: Ehrman says Earl Doherty “quotes professional scholars at length when their views prove 
useful for developing aspects of his argument, but he fails to point out that not a single one of these scholars agrees 
with his overarching thesis” (p. 252). This claim is so completely false I cannot believe Ehrman read the work of 
Doherty with any requisite care. Neil Godfrey documents the fact (in Devious Doherty or Erring Ehrman?) that 
Doherty repeatedly points out exactly what Ehrman claims he doesn’t. This is actually a typical error I found in 
Ehrman’s book. He often makes blanket false statements that make mythicists look incompetent, thus the reader is 
misled into thinking they are. 
 
This is a serious error, because it makes Ehrman’s book into nothing more than falsified propaganda. It is his 
responsibility as a scholar to have read these writings and accurately represent them to his readers so they don’t 
have to read them themselves. That he doesn’t do that erases any scholarly value this book could have had. Here, for 
example, the key point is that Doherty engaged himself like a competent scholar, used mainstream scholarship 
extensively, and correctly identified where his conclusions and interpretations differed from the scholars he cites and 
from mainstream scholarship generally. Ehrman hides this fact from his readers, and even misleads his readers by 
declaring exactly the opposite. Where else does Ehrman completely hide and misrepresent the views, statements, 
and methods of the mythicists he criticizes? If we cannot trust him in this case (and clearly we can’t, since what he 
says is demonstrably exactly the opposite of the truth), why are we to trust anything he says in this book? 
 
The Pliny Confusion: Ehrman almost made me fall out of my chair when he discusses the letters of Pliny the 
Younger. He made two astonishing errors here that are indicative of his incompetence with ancient source materials. 
First, he doesn’t correctly cite or describe his source (yet in this particular case that should have been impossible); 
and second, he fails to understand the difference between a fact and a hypothesis. Ehrman says that Pliny discusses 
Christians in his correspondence with emperor Trajan in “letter number 10,” and that “in his letter 10 to the emperor 
Pliny discusses” the problem of the imperial decree against firefighting societies in that province, “and in that 
context he mentions another group that was illegally gathering,” the Christians (pp. 51-52). This is all incorrect, and 
demonstrates that Ehrman never actually read Pliny’s letter, and doesn’t even know how to cite it correctly, and has 
no idea that the connection between Pliny’s prosecution of Christians and the decree against illegal assembly 
affecting the firefighters in Bithynia is a modern scholarly inference and not actually anything Pliny says in his 
letters. 
 
In fact, Pliny never once discusses the decree against fire brigades in his letter about Christians, nor connects the two 
cases in any way. Moreover, neither subject is discussed in “letter number 10.” Ehrman evidently doesn’t know that 
all of Pliny’s correspondence to Trajan is collected in book 10 of Pliny’s letters. His letter on the fire brigades is, in 
that book, letter 33; and his letter on Christians is letter 96 (and therefore nowhere near each other in time or topic). 
On their possible connection (which I do believe scholars have correctly inferred), see my discussion in Not the 
Impossible Faith (pp. 418-22). But Ehrman has still gotten the context wrong. The law against illegal assembly was 
not a special law in that province, but had long been a law throughout the whole empire, and it was not targeted at 
fire brigades. Existing law required all social clubs to be licensed by the government, and many clubs were so 
licensed (including religious and scientific associations, burial clubs, guilds, and, of course, fire brigades). What was 



unique about Pliny’s province was that the state had been denying these licenses even to fire brigades, and Pliny 
asked Trajan to lift that injunction (and in letter 34, Trajan denies Pliny’s request, citing recent unrest in that 
province). 
 
The connection between the Bithynian fire brigades and Christianity is not that there was any special injunction 
against Christians (Trajan, in letter 97, explicitly says there wasn’t), but that in letter 96 Christianity appears to be 
treated by Pliny like any unlicensed club, and both letters (96 and 97) make it clear there was no specific law or 
decree against Christians. Therefore, modern scholars conclude, the same law is probably what was being applied in 
both cases (prosecuting Christians and banning firefighting associations). And that’s kind of what Ehrman 
confusingly says (except he is evidently unaware that this is a modern conclusion and not actually stated in the 
source). 
 
Ehrman’s treatment of the sources and scholarship on this issue betray the kind of hackneyed mistakes and lack of 
understanding that he repeatedly criticizes the “bad” mythicists of (particularly his inability even to cite the letters 
properly and his strange assumption that both subjects are discussed in the same letter–mistakes I would only expect 
from an undergraduate). But if even historicists like Ehrman can’t do their research properly and get their facts right, 
and can’t even be bothered to read their own source materials or understand their context, why are we to trust the 
consensus of historicists any more than mythicists? And more particularly, how many other sources has Ehrman 
completely failed to read, cite, or understand properly? 
 
The Pilate Error: In the past I have noted that I don’t trust G.A. Wells to be sufficiently competent in ancient 
history because he makes mistakes that exhibit ignorance of basic background knowledge of Roman history. The 
example I often give is his argument that Tacitus’ passage about Christians cannot be from a reliable source because 
it “incorrectly” claims Pilate was a procurator, when in fact everyone knows he was a prefect. This betrays 
ignorance of the fact that provincial prefects were often also imperial procurators, and from his treatment of the 
scandal of this fact throughout the Annals Tacitus has a particular motive to emphasize that fact here (see my 
discussion in Herod the Procurator, particularly the section “So Was Pontius Pilate a Prefect or a Procurator?”). In 
other words, Pontius Pilate was both a procurator and a prefect. And the recent literature on the subject confirms 
this, as would any consultation with an expert in Tacitus or Roman imperial administration. 
 
Imagine my surprise when I saw Ehrman making the same argument, that “Tacitus is precisely wrong” in saying 
Pilate was a “procurator” (p. 56). Like Wells, Ehrman doesn’t understand his source (why Tacitus would choose to 
say “procurator”) or the historical context (why prefects were often also procurators). Moreover, he speaks with 
absurd hyperbolic certainty: Tacitus is “precisely” wrong; as opposed to, say, Tacitus “appears” to be or “might” be 
wrong, or “according to Wells, Tacitus is wrong,” or any of a dozen other more accurate and suitably cautious 
remarks one would expect from someone who ought to know he is out of his element when treating Roman imperial 
administration or sources (like Tacitean literature) that he is not well versed in. If I cannot rely on Wells because of 
this error, this means I cannot rely on Ehrman, either. 
 
Now, one or two mistakes like this would be excusable. We all make them. And we can’t all know everything. But 
my point is that this is an example of a pervasive number of similar errors throughout the book that indicate Ehrman 
doesn’t actually know what he is talking about. And since a lay reader won’t know that, they will come away from 
this book with more false information in their heads than true. And as I said, that makes this book worse than bad. 
 
The “No Records” Debacle: Ehrman declares (again with that same suicidally hyperbolic certitude) that “we 
simply don’t have birth notices, trial records, death certificates—or other kinds of records that one has today” (p. 
29). Although his conclusion is correct (we should not expect to have any such records for Jesus or early 
Christianity), his premise is false. In fact, I cannot believe he said this. How can he not know that we have thousands 
of these kinds of records? Yes, predominately from the sands of Egypt, but even in some cases beyond. I have 
literally held some of these documents in my very hands. More importantly, we also have such documents quoted or 
cited in books whose texts have survived. For instance, Suetonius references birth records for Caligula, and in fact 
his discussion of the sources on this subject is an example I have used of precisely the kind of historical research that 
is conspicuously lacking in any Christian literature before the third century (see Not the Impossible Faith, pp. 182-
87). 
 



From Ehrman’s list, “birth notices” would mean census receipts declaring a newborn, tax receipts establishing birth 
year (as capitation taxes often began when a child reached a certain age), or records establishing citizenship, and we 
have many examples of all three; as for “trial records” we have all kinds (including rulings and witness affidavits); 
we have “death certificates,” too (we know there were even coroner’s reports from doctors in cases of suspicious 
death); and quite a lot else (such as tax receipts establishing family property, home town, and family connections; 
business accounts; personal letters; financial matters for charities and religious organizations). As one papyrologist 
put it, “a wealth of papyrus documents from the Graeco-Roman era have come to light on the daily lives of ancient 
people in Egypt, including their love letters and marriage contracts, tax and bank accounts, commodity lists, birth 
records, divorce cases, temple offerings, and most other conceivable types of memoranda, whether personal, 
financial, or religious” (see Greco-Roman Papyrus Documents from Egypt). 
 
That Ehrman would not know this is shocking and suggests he has very little experience in ancient history as a field 
and virtually none in papyrology (beyond its application to biblical manuscripts). Worse, he didn’t even think to 
check whether we had any of these kinds of documents, before confidently declaring we didn’t. Instead, Ehrman 
only demonstrates how little we can trust his knowledge or research when he says such silly things like, “If Romans 
kept such records, where are they? We certainly don’t have any” (p. 44). He really seems to think, or is misleading 
any lay reader to think, that (a) we don’t have any such records (when in fact we have many) and that (b) our not 
having them means Romans never kept them (when if fact it only means those records have been lost, because no 
one troubled to preserve them; which leads us to ask why no one in Jesus’ family, or among his disciples or 
subsequent churches, ever troubled to preserve any of these records, or any records whatever, whether legal 
documents, receipts, contracts, or letters). 
 
We can certainly adduce plausible answers for why we don’t have any of these documents for Christianity, answers 
that do not entail Jesus did not exist. Which is what a competent author would have done here: admit that we have 
lots of these kinds of records and know they once existed, but due to factors and conditions relating to where 
Christianity began and how it developed, it would be unreasonable to assume any of these records would be 
preserved to us (see my discussion of the corresponding logic of evidence in regard to the trial records under Pontius 
Pilate in Proving History, pp. 220-24). But we have to accept the consequences of any such answer we give. 
 
For example, we cannot claim the Christians were simultaneously very keen to preserve information about Jesus and 
his family and completely disinterested in preserving any information about Jesus and his family. An example is the 
letter of Claudius Lysias in Acts, which if based on a real letter has been doctored to remove all the expected data it 
would contain (such as the year it was written and Paul’s full Roman name), but if based on a real letter, why don’t 
we still have it? It makes no sense to say Christians had no interest in preserving such records. Moreover, if a 
Christian preserved this letter long enough for the author of Acts to have read it, why didn’t they preserve any other 
letters or government documents pertaining to the early church, just like this one? 
 
I personally believe we can answer these questions (and thus I agree with Ehrman that this argument from silence is 
too weak to make a case out of), but not with this silly nonsense. A good book on historicity would have given us 
educationally informative, plausible, and thoughtfully considered answers and information about ancient documents 
and the total Christian failure to retain or use them. Instead Ehrman gives us hackneyed nonsense and 
disinformation. Again, the relevance of this is that if he failed so badly in this case, how many other statements and 
claims of his are misinforming us about the evidence and the ancient world? And if he didn’t do even the most 
rudimentary fact checking (“Let’s see, do we have any Roman documents?”) and didn’t know so basic a background 
fact as this about the field of ancient history (that we have tons of these documents, as any ancient historian cannot 
fail to know because she will have worked with them many times, even in graduate school), then how can we 
assume any of his work in this book is competently researched or informed? 
 
The Tacitus Question: Ehrman says “I don’t know of any trained classicists or scholars of ancient Rome who 
think” the passage about Christians in Tacitus is a forgery (p. 55). Now, I agree with Ehrman that it’s “highly 
unlikely” this passage wasn’t what Tacitus wrote; but the fact that he doesn’t know of the many classical scholars 
who have questioned it suggests he didn’t check. See Herbert W. Benario, “Recent Work on Tacitus (1964–68),” 
The Classical World 63.8 (April 1970), pp. 253-66, who identifies no less than six classical scholars who have 
questioned its authenticity, three arguing it’s an outright interpolation and three arguing it has been altered or 
tampered with. This is important, because part of Ehrman’s argument is that mythicists are defying all established 



scholarship in suggesting this is an interpolation, so the fact that there is a lot of established scholarship supporting 
them undermines Ehrman’s argument and makes him look irresponsible. 
 
That the overall consensus of scholarship, myself included, sides with Ehrman on the conclusion is true (I am sure 
the passage is authentic and has not been relevantly altered), but that does not change the fact that readers are being 
seriously misled by Ehrman’s characterization of the matter. For him to claim that mythicists “just made this up” 
because it was convenient for them is false. But more alarming to me is the fact that this demonstrates that he didn’t 
even check. And again, if he didn’t check this, what else didn’t he check? This kind of sloppy work, the failure to 
check his facts, to do any basic research we should expect of a scholar, and consequently to misrepresent his 
opponents and their position, and misinform the public about the debate, is the same kind of crap we get from the 
bad mythicists. Why, then, are we now getting it from a prestigious historicist? Can we speculate that it’s because 
Ehrman is simply defending a dogma, and as such is simply a priori “certain” he is right and therefore “doesn’t need 
to check”? What credibility can arguments against mythicism have, when they rest on this kind of arrogantly 
dogmatic and irresponsible thinking? 
 
The “Other Jesus” Conundrum: Ehrman says the fact that “the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus were recent 
events” is “the view of all of our sources that deal with the matter at all” (p. 251). This is false. And it’s astonishing 
that he would not know this, since several other scholars have discussed the sources that place Jesus in the reign of 
Jannaeus in the 70s B.C. Ehrman seems to think (and represents to his readers) that G.A. Wells just made this up 
(pp. 247-51). In fact, Wells is discussing a theory defended by others, and based in actual sources: Epiphanius, in 
Panarion 29, says there was a sect of still-Torah-observant Christians who taught that Jesus lived and died in the 
time of Jannaeus, and all the Jewish sources on Christianity that we have (from the Talmud to the Toledot Yeshu) 
report no other view than that Jesus lived during the time of Jannaeus. Though these are all early medieval sources, 
it nevertheless means there were actual Christians teaching this and that the Jews who composed the Babylonian 
Talmud knew of no other version of Christianity. 
 
This is indeed a strange curiosity, since it is hard to explain how a religion that taught from its inception a Jesus who 
lived and died under the Romans, and Pontius Pilate specifically, could ever evolve a sect that placed him a hundred 
years earlier, or how this sect could become so ubiquitous east of the Roman Empire that the Jews there had not 
heard of any other. Make of that what you will. My point here is that Ehrman falsely claims no sources say this 
(when in fact several do) and misleads readers into thinking Wells just made this up, when in fact others have made 
the same argument, including: 

• Alvar Ellegård, Jesus: One Hundred Years before Christ (Overlook 1999) 
• Michael Wise, The First Messiah (Harper 1999) 
• Frank Zindler, The Jesus the Jews Never Knew (American Atheist 2003) 
• John Marco Allegro, The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Christian Myth (Prometheus 1984). 

These are all arguably “fringe” scholars, and they may well be as wrong as Wells or even more so. I am not 
defending anything they argue (I do not believe Christianity originated in the 70s B.C.). I am merely pointing out 
that Ehrman misleads his readers (and demonstrates his shoddy and careless research) by not even mentioning any 
of this (neither the many other scholars nor the primary sources), but in fact even arrogantly and ignorantly declaring 
the contrary (that there are no sources that say this), as if he checked (which is what a naive reader will assume he 
did). 
 
That Dying-and-Rising God Thing: Case in point. Regarding the claim that Osiris “returned to life on earth by 
being raised from the dead,” Ehrman insists that in fact “no ancient source says any such thing about Osiris (or about 
the other gods)” (p. 26). He relies solely on Jonathan Z. Smith, and fails to check whether anything Smith says is 
even correct. If Ehrman had acted like a real scholar and actually gone to the sources, and read more widely in the 
scholarship (instead of incompetently reading just one author–the kind of hack mistake we would expect from an 
incompetent myther), he would have discovered that almost everything Smith claims about this is false. In fact, 
Plutarch attests that Osiris was believed to have died and been returned to life (literally: he uses the words anabiôsis 
and paliggenesis, which are very specific on this point, see my discussion in The Empty Tomb, pp. 154-55), and that 
in the public myths he did indeed return to earth in his resurrected body (Plutarch, On Isis and Osiris 19.358b). 
 
Although Plutarch does say that in the private teachings Osiris’ death and resurrection took place in outer space 
(below the orbit of the moon), after which he ascended back to the heights of heaven in his new body (not “the 
underworld,” as Ehrman incorrectly claims on p. 228), that is irrelevant to the mythicist’s case (or rather, it supports 



it, by analogy, since this is exactly what competent mythicists like Doherty say was the case for Jesus: public 
accounts putting the events on earth, but private “true” accounts placing it all in various levels of outer space: see 
my Review of Doherty). In fact the earliest Christians also believed Jesus was resurrected into outer space: he, like 
Osiris, ascended to heaven in his resurrection body, appearing to those below in visions, not in person (see my 
survey of the evidence in The Empty Tomb, pp. 105-232; the same is true of many other dying-and-rising gods, like 
Hercules). The notion of a risen Jesus walking around on earth is a late invention (first found in the Gospels). 
 
That these kinds of beliefs about Osiris’ death and resurrection long predate Plutarch is established in mainstream 
scholarship on the cult: e.g. S.G.F. Brandon, The Saviour God: Comparative Studies in the Concept of Salvation 
(Greenwood 1963), pp. 17-36 and John Griffiths, The Origins of Osiris and His Cult, 2nd ed. (Brill 1980). But we 
hardly need point that out, because there is already zero chance that the entirety of Isis-Osiris cult had completely 
transformed its doctrines in imitation of Christianity already by 100 A.D. (I shouldn’t have to explain why such a 
claim would be all manner of stupid). Ehrman’s claim that Plutarch is making all this up because he is Platonist is 
likewise nonsense. Ehrman evidently didn’t check the fact that Plutarch’s essay is written to a ranking priestess of 
the cult, and Plutarch repeatedly says she already knows the things he is conveying and will not find any of it 
surprising. 
 
So regarding the death and resurrection of Osiris, Ehrman states what is in fact false. And this is most alarming 
because much of his case against mythicism rests on this false assertion. But worse, Ehrman foolishly eats his foot 
again by hyperbolically generalizing to all possible gods (he repeatedly insists there are no dying-and-rising gods in 
the Hellenistic period). Which is really bad, because that proves he did no research on this subject whatever. I 
shouldn’t have to adduce passages such as, from Plutarch, “[about] Dionysus, Zagreus, Nyctelius, and Isodaetes, 
they narrate deaths and vanishings, followed by returns to life and resurrections” (Plutarch, On the E at Delphi 
9.388f-389a). That looks pretty cut and dried to me. But it’s worse than that. Because for Romulus and Zalmoxis we 
undeniably have pre-Christian evidence that they actually die (on earth) and are actually raised from the dead (on 
earth) and physically visit their disciples (on earth). And likewise for Inanna, a clear-cut death-and-resurrection tale 
exists on clay tablets a thousand years before Christianity (she dies and rises in hell, but departs from and returns to 
the world above all the same). 
 
I was very alarmed to see that Ehrman never once mentions Romulus or Zalmoxis or Inanna. Thus demonstrating he 
did no research on this. He didn’t even read my book Not the Impossible Faith, even though he claims to have and 
even cites it. I know he can’t have actually read it, because I document the evidence, sources, and scholarship on 
these gods there (pp. 17-20 and 85-128), yet his book shows no awareness of these gods or any of the evidence I 
present for their resurrection cults. As well as many others, besides those I’ve just here named. (Do not mistake me 
for supporting false claims in this category, however; Mithras was almost certainly not a dying-and-rising god, and 
Attis only barely was.) 
 
Even if Ehrman had done any responsible literature review on this, he would have found the latest peer reviewed 
scholarship establishing, for example, that vanishing bodies as elements of resurrection tales were a ubiquitous 
component of pagan mythmaking: Richard C. Miller, “Mark’s Empty Tomb and Other Translation Fables in 
Classical Antiquity,” Journal of Biblical Literature 129.4 (2010): 759-76. And thus a dying-and-rising hero theme 
was incredibly ubiquitous, even if highly flexible in the different ways this theme could be constructed. To be fair, 
Ehrman does address Tryggve Mettinger’s work on pre-Hellenistic dying-and-rising gods, dismissing it as 
questionable but ultimately admitting he might have a case for there being such gods (Ehrman arguing instead, albeit 
implausibly, that they can’t have influenced Christianity). But Ehrman doesn’t address any of the evidence for these 
same (much less other) gods in the Hellenistic period, the period actually relevant to Christianity, which proves he 
did no checking, and isn’t even aware of such evidence, nor even thought it was important for him to be. 
 
Again, Ehrman exposes himself as completely uninformed, and incompetent as a scholar (like any hack, trusting a 
single biased scholar and not checking any of the evidence or reading any of the other literature), and as consistently 
misinforming his readers on the actual facts, and thus hiding from them almost everything that actually adds strength 
to the mythicist thesis. That he does this on a point so central and crucial to his book’s entire argument is alone 
enough to discredit this book as a worthless. 
 
The Baptism Blunder: Ehrman says “we don’t have a single description in any source of any kind of baptism in the 
mystery religions” (p. 28). That is outright false, and one of the most appallingly incompetent statements in this 



book. Apuleius gives us a first person account of baptism in Isis cult, which he describes as a symbolic death and 
resurrection for the recipient, exactly as Paul describes Christian baptism in the NT (see Not the Impossible Faith, 
p. 376; and e.g. Romans 6:4), a fact that surely undermines Ehrman’s entire argument and makes the mythicist case 
look significantly stronger. So this is certainly important for him to know (and yet he would know it, if he actually 
read my work, which as we’ve seen, he did not), and crucial for the reader to know. Evidence of baptism in Osiris 
cult (and that it granted eternal life) exists in pre-Christian papyri, and several other sources: see Brook Pearson, 
Corresponding Sense: Paul, Dialectic, and Gadamer (Brill 2001), pp. 206-18, 312-29. 
 
We also know that something like baptism into eternal life was a feature of the cult of Bacchus-Dionysus, and we 
know this not only because Plato mentions it (Plato, Republic 364e-365a, where we’re told of Orphic libations “for 
the remission of sins” that secure one a better place in the afterlife), but also from actual pre-Christian inscriptions 
(that’s right, words actually carved in stone). See examples in Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians (Fortress 1975), pp. 
275-76, n. 116. Both sources (Plato and inscriptions) also confirm the Bacchic belief that one could be baptized on 
behalf of someone who had already died and thus gain them a better position in the afterlife. It cannot be a 
coincidence that exactly the same thing, baptism for the dead, is attested as a Christian rite in Paul (1 Corinthians 
15:29). We have hints of baptismal rituals in other cults (Tertullian, for example, in On Baptism 5, describes 
numerous pagan rituals of baptism for the remission of sins, clearly understanding it to be a common practice 
everywhere known). Sure, in many of these cases the baptism was part of a larger ritual (perhaps involving prayer or 
incense), but Christian baptisms were not free of their own ritual accoutrements, so those hardly matter to the point. 
 
This also undermines Ehrman’s claim that there is no evidence that the death of Osiris (or any other god) “brought 
atonement for sin” (p. 26). We know Egyptian afterlife belief made the physical weight of sin a factor in deciding 
one’s placement in the afterlife, and that (as just shown above) baptism into the death and resurrection of Osiris 
washes away those sins and thus lightens the soul to obtain the best place in heaven. It is hard to imagine how this 
does not entail that the death and resurrection of Osiris somehow procured salvation through remission of sins (and 
clearly a similar belief had developed in Bacchic and other cults). One could perhaps get nitpicky as to what might 
be the exact theology of the process, but whatever the differences, the similarity remains: the death and resurrection 
of Osiris was clearly believed to make it possible for those ritually sharing in that death and resurrection through 
baptism to have their sins remitted. That belief predates Christianity. Ehrman is simply wrong to say otherwise. And 
the evidence for this is clear, indisputable, and mainstream. Which means his book is useless if you want to know 
the facts of this matter. Or any matter, apparently. 
 
The Dying Messiah Question: Ehrman declares “there were no Jews prior to Christianity who thought Isaiah 53 (or 
any other ‘suffering’ passages) referred to the future messiah” (p. 166), yet he does not even mention much less 
address the Dead Sea pesher (11Q13) or the 1st century targum that both explicitly evince this belief. And he knows 
about all this, so I cannot explain why he doesn’t even attempt a rebuttal, or even in fact mention this evidence, 
which can only misinform the reader, who will think there is none, and mistakenly conclude his assertion has not 
been disputed. That is simply irresponsible. See my discussion of this in The Dying Messiah. Which I know he had 
read well in advance of publishing his book, so it appears like he is suppressing arguments and evidence presented 
by mythicists, in order to make our claims look weaker than in fact they are. 
 
Besides his false statement, there is a logical fail here as well, since he bases his conclusion that no Jews would 
develop a belief in a dying messiah on the premise that no Jews had a belief in a dying messiah, which apart from 
being a circular argument (all novel beliefs start somewhere; you can’t argue that x would not arise because x hasn’t 
arisen), and apart from the fact that the inference is refuted by the fact that Jews later did develop such a belief 
(independently of Christianity, as I also demonstrate in the preceding link) so clearly there was no ideological 
barrier to doing so, but besides all that, his premise requires knowing what all Jews, of all sects, everywhere, 
believed or imagined, which knowledge Ehrman doesn’t have (not even close: see my discussion of what I and other 
scholars have said about such preposterous claims to omniscience in Proving History, pp. 129-34). He even knows 
his own inference is illogical, because he makes the exact same argument I just did (on p. 193): “how would we 
know this about ‘every’ early Christian, unless all of them left us writings and told us everything they knew and 
did?” Substitute “Jew” for “Christian” and Ehrman just refuted himself. (This is not the only instance in which 
Ehrman contradicts himself in this book; I will cite another egregious example below.) 
 



The Matter of Qualifications: I could list dozens more of these kinds of serious factual errors. They plague the 
book, cover to cover. But I will end my sample of them with this, because it’s indicative of both his carelessness and 
his skewed attempts to distort the facts in his favor: 
 
Twice Ehrman says I have a Ph.D. in “classics” (p. 19, 167). In fact, my degrees are in ancient history, with an 
undergraduate minor in Classics (major in history), and three graduate degrees (M.A., M.Phil., and Ph.D.) with four 
graduate majors (Greco-Roman historiography, philosophy, religion, and a special major on the fall of Rome). One 
of those, you’ll notice, is in the religions of the Roman empire–which included Christianity (and my study of 
Christianity featured significantly in my dissertation work). I shouldn’t have to explain that the classics and ancient 
history departments aren’t even in the same building, much less the same major. Although I did take courses from 
each and studied under both classicists and historians, and have a considerable classics background, it’s a rather 
telling mistake of his to think (and then report) that I am just a classicist and not a historian, much less a certified 
historian of Christianity (and, incidentally, its surrounding religions, ignorance of which we have seen is Ehrman’s 
failing). 
 
Ehrman can’t have learned my degree is in classics from any reliable source. He can only have invented this detail. I 
am left to wonder if this was a deliberate attempt to diminish my qualifications by misrepresentation. Or if he is 
really so massively incompetent it never even occurred to him to check my CV, which is on my very public 
website (he also has my email address, and we have corresponded, so he could even have just asked). Did he not 
even think to check? Why? And if he didn’t check, why did he decide to say my degree was in “Classics”? Where 
did he get that notion? This is important, because Ehrman makes such an absurd issue out of exactly what our 
degrees are in, so for him to even get it wrong is again damaging to his reliability. 
  

Why These Factual Errors Matter 
 
I also notice that Ehrman ignores a larger category of historians: historicity agnostics. He insists no historians of 
Christianity with professorships in the history of Christianity exist who doubt the historicity of Jesus, but I happen to 
know of at least one: Arthur Droge, professor of early Christianity at UCSD. At the Amherst conference in 2008 
Droge said publicly that he had no idea whether there was a real Jesus, and gave a presentation using Ned Ludd as 
an example of a quickly historicized fictional person, around whom a whole movement grew, which Droge argued 
demonstrated that we could not be confident the same thing hadn’t happened to Jesus. Here we have someone who 
meets all of Ehrman’s hyper-specific requirements, yet who does not share Ehrman’s certitude about the historicity 
of Jesus. I suspect there are many more like him. Droge simply hasn’t published on this. How many other scholars 
are there out there, who likewise have not published an opinion in the matter, but nevertheless are far more skeptical 
than Ehrman? 
 
At any rate, competence to argue a case on this issue cannot be decided by precisely what degrees one has (whether 
they are in “ancient history” or “ancient Judaism” or “classics,” or as he desires, “Christianity” specifically), or 
where one works (whether someone holds a professorship is wholly irrelevant). No. This will be decided by the 
quality and informedness of one’s work. And on that score I would ask that Ehrman’s Did Jesus Exist? be 
compared with my latest on the same subject, Proving History. Just compare the extent and content of our endnotes 
alone, much less the way we argue, the difference in our attention to method and its logical soundness, the diverse 
range of scholarship we cite. Even my book Not the Impossible Faith is superior on all these measures, and it was a 
deliberately colloquial book designed to be entertaining. Both undoubtedly have occasional errors (as all scholarly 
work does)–but I doubt anything even remotely like what I have documented above (in degree, quantity, and 
cruciality). 
 
Proving History also illustrates how Ehrman is out of touch with the extensive work in his own field discrediting the 
very methods he assumes are still valid (and naively relies on throughout). As I said before, every expert who has 
published a study of these methods has concluded they are invalid. Ehrman doesn’t seem to be aware of any of this 
literature, even though it is now quite extensive. Proving History also refutes many of his specific arguments for 
historicity (such as that Christians would not invent the baptism by John or a Nazareth origin for Jesus), on every 
point citing peer reviewed scholarship or presenting clear logical demonstrations from primary evidence. So it is 
already an adequate rebuttal (even though I will not actually defend the thesis that Jesus didn’t exist until my next 
book, which is nearly completed: On the Historicity of Jesus Christ). But as you can see from my many examples 
above, Ehrman’s book is so full of egregious factual errors demonstrating his ignorance, sloppiness, and 



incompetence in this matter, it really doesn’t even need a rebuttal. It can be thrown straight into the trash without 
any loss to scholarship or humanity. It is, quite simply, wholly unreliable. 
  

The Methodologically Absurd 
 
I could end with that. But it’s crucially important to address another side of how Did Jesus Exist? fails at its central 
task: the bankruptcy of Ehrman’s methods. Even with sound methods, to start with dozens of false facts (which this 
book does, as just demonstrated with a sample of them) will produce false or logically invalid conclusions. Which is 
why that is enough to discredit the book. One needn’t even question his methods. We know he made so many 
factual errors, we can’t trust any of his factual claims. And in light of that even a perfect method couldn’t have 
rescued this book. But the failure of his methods remains important precisely to the extent that other historians in 
this field might be fooled into trusting them and continuing to use them. And lay readers might similarly be duped 
into trusting and using them themselves. 
 
I will not address here the one aspect of his methodology that the scholarly literature has already soundly refuted 
(the “method of criteria”). My book Proving History already does that, in meticulous detail. Instead, I will here 
address his strange method of inventing sources and witnesses. 
 
I could call out many examples of his use of ordinary fallacies and self-contradictions, too, but I will have to leave 
those for perhaps a later blog (if I even care to bother). I will just give one example that simultaneously illustrates 
both: Ehrman attacks Robert Price for using the “criterion of dissimilarity” negatively (on p. 187), insisting that’s a 
“misuse” of the criterion, and then defends using it negatively himself (on p. 293), a blatant self-contradiction. It is 
also fallacious reasoning. Price was using it “negatively” (in Ehrman’s sense) to show that the case for historicity 
from the Gospels is weak because for every story about Jesus the Christians had a motive to invent it, which is a 
logically valid way to argue: he is rebutting the contrary claim (that some of these stories must be true because they 
didn’t have a motive to invent them) and thereby removing a premise that ups the probability of historicity, which 
necessarily lowers the probability of historicity (by exactly as much as that premise being true would have raised it). 
Ehrman outright denies this (on p. 187) which betrays a fundamental ignorance of how logic works. Perhaps what 
Ehrman meant to say was that this argument cannot alone prove Jesus didn’t exist, but Price never says it does. 
 
As bad as those kinds of self contradictions and fallacies are (and there are more than just that one), far worse is how 
Ehrman moves from the possibility of hypothetical sources to the conclusion of having proved historicity. He argues 
that because Mark, Matthew, Luke, John, Thomas (yes, Thomas) and various other documents all have material the 
others don’t, that therefore we “have” a zillion earlier sources, which he sometimes calls by their traditionally 
assigned letters like M, L, and Q (he is irrationally dismissive of Mark Goodacre’s refutation of Q, and claims no 
one is convinced by it but cites not a single rebuttal; I myself find Goodacre’s case persuasive, well enough at least 
to leave us in complete doubt of the matter). We don’t in fact have those sources, we aren’t even sure they exist, and 
even if we were, we have no way of knowing what they said. To illustrate why that matters, take a look at the 
second redactions of the Epistles of Ignatius and ask yourself how you would know what the first redactions of those 
epistles said if you didn’t in fact have them (then go and look at those first editions and see if you guessed 
successfully!). Just try that, and you’ll see why Ehrman’s entire procedure is methodologically ridiculous. 
 
According to Ehrman’s method, the material added and changed in the second redaction of the Ignatians had a 
“source” and therefore we can rely on it. But that’s absurd. The material added to the second redactions of the 
Ignatian epistles is made up. It did not “have a source.” The same is true of most if not all the material unique to any 
given Gospel. The miracle at Cana is something John just made up. He did not “have a source” for it. And even if he 
did, that source made it up. Obviously. That’s why no one had ever heard of it before, or anything even remotely 
like it before, and why it involved a patently impossible event (the transmutation of matter; or if you have a 
rationalist bent, a deceptive magician’s trick that would make no sense in context and could not have any plausible 
motive). There is no argument for historicity here. The story is false. And false stories cannot support the existence 
of real people. And yet Ehrman repeatedly cites false stories, even stories he himself confesses to be false (indeed, 
even false stories in forged documents!) as evidence for the existence of Jesus, which is the most unbelievably 
illogical thing I could imagine any historian doing. 
 
Ehrman’s examples of finding hypothetical “Aramaic sources” exemplify this fallacy. 



 
(1) He cites Jesus’ cry on the cross, which Mark gives in Aramaic and translates, as evidence Mark was using an 
Aramaic source (p. 88). Well, yes. His source is the Bible. If he was not translating the Hebrew into Aramaic 
himself, then he was using a targum (which would explain the biblical citations in the Gospels to verses that we 
can’t find in our Bible, like Matthew’s Nazarene prophecy: Mt. 2:23; because the Aramaic targums often altered the 
text, and we don’t have most of the targums that were then in use). Everyone knows this. Scholar after scholar has 
pointed out that the entire crucifixion scene is created out of material extracted from the Psalms, this specific cry on 
the cross in particular, which is a quotation from Psalm 22 (see my discussion of the evidence and the scholarship in 
Proving History, pp. 131-33). Ehrman doesn’t mention this (misleading his readers already, by concealing rather 
crucial information that undermines his point). But notice what happens when we take it into account: Mark dressed 
up a scene by borrowing and translating a line from the Bible, and Ehrman wants us to believe this is evidence for 
the historicity of Jesus. Really. Think about that for a moment. Then kick his book across the room to vent your 
outrage. 
 
(2) Mark does the same thing (puts a sentence in Jesus’ mouth in Aramaic, then translates into the Greek) in the 
story of the raising of Jairus’ daughter, which Ehrman again cites as evidence that Mark was using Aramaic sources 
(p. 87). Apart from the fact that we should sooner suspect Mark drew this line from the same targum (and we just 
don’t have that targum to confirm), the bigger problem is that everyone knows the Jairus story is fabricated. It didn’t 
happen. It’s a literary creation, a reworking of an Old Testament story (a targum of which may have contained, for 
all we know, the very line quoted by Jesus), with obvious puns, and a symbolic and allegorical purpose (see Randel 
Helms, Gospel Fictions, pp. 65-67). It’s possible it was invented in Aramaic, but why would that matter? How does 
a story being fabricated in Aramaic prove the characters in that story existed? Jairus (whose name means “he will 
awaken”; get it?) is most likely a fictional character. So why couldn’t Jesus (whose name means “savior”; get it?) be 
just as fictional? But even the notion that the story originated in Aramaic cannot be proved. If Mark is an Aramaic 
speaker, then he may simply be translating his own Aramaic thoughts and ideas into Greek. And even if he is using 
an Aramaic source (and that source is not simply a targum), then that source made this up. And made up stories 
cannot be used as evidence for the existence of the characters in them. Yet that is what Ehrman does with them. 
 
Consider how his “method” would work if we applied it to the nativity stories (which Ehrman himself concludes are 
fiction). According to Ehrman’s methodology we have six independent sources for the miraculous birth of Jesus: 
Matthew, Luke, the Protevangelion of James, Ignatius (Ephesians 19), Justin Martyr, and Q (because some elements 
of the nativities in Luke and Matthew are shared in common). And there are probably others. Now, we know these 
are all made up. Not a stitch of them is true. But Ehrman’s method would compel us to assert that we have 
undeniable proof of the miraculous birth of Jesus. For example, every one of these attests that a miraculous star or 
light from heaven attended his birth. 
 
These are all different stories, written in different words, so (by Ehrman’s logic) they “cannot” have been influenced 
by each other; except where they are nearly identical, then (by Ehrman’s logic) they corroborate each other. This is 
actually the way Ehrman argues for the historicity of Jesus. That his very same method produces absurd conclusions 
(“a miraculous star or heavenly light attended the birth of Jesus”), demonstrates it’s logical invalidity. He is simply 
not allowing for the obvious fact that all the new material in these stories is made up (even if they used now lost 
sources; the material is still made up, it was just made up in those sources), and that people can use a source by 
completely rewriting it in their own words and changing any detail they please (which is why every specialist I have 
read on the Gospel of John disagrees with Ehrman’s claim that John did not use Luke as a source: see The Christian 
Delusion, p. 312, n. 11; I think Ehrman is not nearly honest enough with his readers about this). 
 
Someday I might compose a blog applying Ehrman’s method to prove a flying saucer crashed at Roswell and alien 
bodies were recovered from it. Because I have a dozen independent sources (which by Ehrman’s method I can 
convert into several dozen sources, by inventing a “Q” for material two sources share but change up, and an “M” for 
material unique to one source but not in the others, and so on), which contain stories written in the original language 
of the time and place the event happened (namely, American English; because analogously, Aramaic, you see, was 
not only spoken in first century Judea; it was spoken in parts of Syria and to an extent across the diaspora, 
continually for centuries, so “Aramaic source = Judean source written in the 30s A.D.” is a ridiculous inference, yet 
Ehrman uses it again and again), all written within fifty years of the event (thus an even better source situation than 
we have for the historicity of Jesus!). If I limited myself only to material written by “believers” and people quoting 



them or relying on them alone as a source, then by Ehrman’s method I would have to believe a flying saucer crashed 
at Roswell and alien bodies were recovered from it. 
 
Needless to say, Ehrman has no logically credible method. Is this really the only way to defend historicity? 
  

Faking It 
 
Omitting mention of these kinds of facts is irresponsible. Because most readers won’t know these things. Yet 
concealing this information from them makes Ehrman’s case seem stronger than it is. His readers should rightly feel 
betrayed by this. It also seems to me that Ehrman did not do any discernible research into ancient literary or 
educational methods. And to illustrate this (this being another glaring error of omission; these are by no means the 
only ones) I will close with just one example: 
 
Ehrman appears to be blithely unaware of the routinely fabricatory nature of ancient biography, as documented 
throughout the literature on the subject (which is cataloged under his despised category of “classics,” a section of the 
library Ehrman seems never to visit), which demonstrates that things an author said or wrote (even fictionally) were 
often converted into stories about them, and these legends then spread and were collected by biographers and 
became the ancient pagan equivalent of “Gospels” for such luminaries as Euripides, Homer, or Empedocles. Lest 
you think I’m making this up, here is a bibliography to get you started: 

• Mary Lefkowitz, The Lives of the Greek Poets (Johns Hopkins University  1981) 
• Mary Lefkowitz, “Biographical Mythology,” in Ueli Dill, ed., Antike Mythen (de Gruyter 2009), pp. 516-

31 
• Janet Fairweather, “Fiction in the Biographies of Ancient Writers,” Ancient Society 5 (1974): 231-75 
• Janet Fairweather, “Traditional Narrative, Inference, and Truth in the Lives of the Greek Poets,” Papers of 

the Liverpool Latin Seminar 4 (1983): 315-69 
• Barbara Graziosi, Inventing Homer (Cambridge University 2002) 
• Ava Chitwood, Death by Philosophy: The Biographical Tradition in the Life and Death of the Archaic 

Philosophers Empedocles, Heraclitus, and Democritus (University of Michigan 2004) 
The significance of this is that it demonstrates Ehrman’s naivity when it comes to interpreting ancient literature and 
source materials and tradition formation. He is evidently not a competent classicist. And yet understanding how the 
Gospels likely came together requires being a competent classicist: you have to study and understand how ancient 
literature operated, especially comparable literature like this (for example, knowing that schools of the time 
specifically taught students to redact and alter stories in their own words–contrary to Ehrman’s baseless assumption 
that John cannot be a redaction of Luke because it does not follow Luke verbatim). 
 
If things a person said were routinely transformed into stories about them (for example, Euripides occasionally made 
remarks about women in his plays that were transformed into a story about his troubled marriage–a completely 
fabricated story, that nevertheless became a standard element of his biography), doesn’t this change substantially 
how we view the possible tradition history behind the stories in the “biographies” of Jesus? Especially considering 
how many times we have caught them fabricating! (As even Ehrman admits several times in this book.) Biographies 
were also written of non-existent people (like Romulus, Numa, Coriolanus, Hercules, and Aesop). And we know for 
a fact Jesus said all kinds of things to the earliest Christians in revelations. And Ehrman concedes this is true. So we 
don’t have any need of a historical Jesus to get sayings of Jesus out of which to construct a life of Jesus. 
 
The book of Revelation itself is an example of how easily Christians believed this: Jesus even there dictates whole 
letters from heaven, yet no one would argue that this is therefore evidence of a historical Jesus. Paul in his own 
letters frequently talks about revelation as a source of Jesus’ teachings. Again, Ehrman even agrees that some of the 
teachings of Jesus were probably “learned” that way. But if some, why not all? Paul never once mentions any other 
source (except scripture: Romans 16:15-26; e.g. Hebrews 10:5-7 records a saying of Christ, which is in fact simply 
Psalms 40:6-7, so evidently Christians were also learning the “teachings” of Jesus by reading them as hidden 
messages in scripture). Even in Galatians 1, Paul is explicitly denying not only that he received any human tradition, 
but that such traditions would even have any worth to him or his fellow Christians. 
 
When we combine that fact, with what we know of the literary practices of the time, in the way stories and 
biographies were fabricated from sayings by (or even just attributed to) famous people (which often included 



nonexistent people), the mythicist case does not look as improbable as Ehrman portrays it. Which I find to be yet 
another example (among the great many I have already cataloged here, which again are just the tip of the iceberg) of 
how Ehman didn’t do his job as a scholar, and doesn’t inform (but in fact substantially misinforms) his readers, and 
comes to silly conclusions based on exactly the kind of naive ignorance of the relevant scholarship that he accuses 
mythicists of. 
  

Conclusion 
 
It is for all the reasons documented in this article (which are again just a sample of many other errors of like kind, 
from false claims, to illogical arguments, to self-contradictions, to misrepresentations of his opponents, to errors of 
omission), especially this book’s complete failure to interact with even a single complete theory of mythicism 
(which alone renders the book useless, even were it free of error), that I have no choice but to condemn this thing as 
being nothing more than a sad murder of electrons and trees. 
 
[VIA: I get the sense that Carrier is getting a bit carried away by his own certitude. I’m thankful Ehrman has 
provided two responses below, one more in passing, and the second (three posts down) more in-depth.] 
 
 
 

Acharya S, Richard Carrier, and a Cocky Peter (Or: “A 
Cock and Bull Story”) 
http://ehrmanblog.org/acharya-s-richard-carrier-and-a-cocky-peter-or-a-cock-and-bull-story/ (accessed April 28, 
2012) 
 
April 22, 2012 
Bart Ehrman 
 
As I indicated in my earlier posting, I will make an exception in this case and post these comments on the Public 
Forum, although normally I reserve my Responses to Critics to the Members Only section of the blog. 
 
As many readers know, Richard Carrier has written a hard-hitting, one might even say vicious, response to Did Jesus 
Exist.  I said nothing nasty about Carrier in my book – just the contrary, I indicated that he was a smart fellow with 
whom I disagree on fundamental issues, including some for which he really does not seem to know what he is 
talking about.  But I never attacked him personally.  He on the other hand, appears to be showing his true colors. 
 
Still, the one thing this bit of nastiness has shown me is that even though I seem to stir up controversy everywhere I 
go and with everything I write, I really don’t like conflict.  I would much prefer that we all simply get along and 
search for truth together.   But alas, the world does not appear to be made that way.   And I seem to be a lightning 
rod for criticism.   This morning I woke up to the old Stealer’s Wheel song in my head, “Clowns to the left of me, 
jokers to the right, here I am, stuck in the middle with you.”   It’s a good place to be, stuck in the middle, when there 
are so many outlandish options to the left and right. 
 
I do not plan on spending my next three months going back and forth with Carrier over his criticisms.   This is a 
problem I have with many of the mythicists: they are often so prolix and make point after point after point, that it is 
impossible to deal with them in short order.  One of the things Carrier laments is that I don’t deal with the various 
mythicists all at length – even (this is a special point he presses) those who cannot be taken seriously (he names 
Freke and Gandy).   My view is that there is no reason to take seriously people who cannot be taken seriously:  a few 
indications of general incompetence is good enough. 
 
Anyway, with respect to Carrier’s many points, a response consisting of just a few postings is all I have in mind.   I 
had first thought that I would go point by point in detail and explain myself and my views more fully and 
adequately, and stress where I thought he had gone wrong in his severe critiques.   But the more I’ve thought about 
it, the more I’ve realized that the various things he says can be grouped into categories, and so I will try to arrange 
my responses topically. 



 
A number of his criticisms will strike a number of casual readers as “Bull’s Eye Hits.”  How can Ehrman get out of 
that one?!   That’s what he said, and Carrier has shown that it’s flat-out false, and so Ehrman must be either lazy, 
ignorant, or both! 
 
Would that life were so simple.   The problem in a number of cases is that Carrier has taken my comments out of 
context, and in some (related) cases that he simply has not read my account very carefully. 
 
A case in point of my “carelessness and arrogance” is the first instance of an “Error of Fact” that he cites, which I 
assume he gives as his first example because he thinks it’s a real killer.   It has to do with a statue in the Vatican 
library that is of a rooster (a cock) with an erect penis for a nose (really!) which Acharya S, in her book The Christ 
Conspiracy: The Greatest Story Ever Sold, indicates is “hidden in the Vatican Treasury” (that damn Vatican: always 
hiding things that disprove Christianity!) which is a “symbol of Saint Peter” (p. 295). 
 
In her discussion, Acharya S indicates that Jesus’ disciple Peter was not only the “rock” on which Jesus would build 
his church, but also the “cock.”  Get it?  They rhyme!   Moreover, the word cock is slang for penis (hard as a “rock,” 
one might think); and what is another slang word for penis?  Peter!   There you have it.  And so when there is a 
statue of a cock with a rock-hard peter for a nose, this symbolizes Peter, the disciple of Jesus.  No wonder the popes 
have kept this thing in hiding. 
 
My comment on this entire discussion was simple and direct:  “There is no penis-nosed statue of Peter the cock in 
the Vatican or anywhere else except in books like this, which love to make things up.” 
 
Carrier attacks my comments with a rather vicious set of comments: “Ehrman evidently did no research on this and 
did not check this claim at all….  Indicative of the carelessness and arrogance Ehrman exhibits in his book.”    But 
alas, I am unrepentant and will say it again: “There is no penis-nosed statue of Peter the cock in the Vatican.” 
 
What Carrier wants us to know is that in fact this statue does exist and that it is in the Vatican.   It does not take 
much research to dig out this juicy bit of museum lore.  Acharya S herself gives the references in her footnotes.   
And yes, they are both right.  The statue does appear to exist.   But it has nothing to do with Peter, as any sophomore 
in college with one semester of Greek under his belt and a course or two in religious studies could tell you. 
 
On the base of the statue are the words SOTER KOSMOU – Greek for “Savior of the World.”  No Christian ever 
thought that Peter was the Savior of the World.  Peter was not portrayed in the early church in ithyphallic form.  Let 
alone has an overly-excited rooster.   This statue was considered to be of Peter because of crass and irrelevant 
modern idle wanderings that have nothing to do with real research (cock/rock; Peter and the cock crows; peter = 
penis = cock; and so on).   It in fact is simply a rather unusual Priapus.   There are lots of Priapi that have come 
down to us from the ancient world, and they tend to arouse the giggles of the middle school students with their first 
exposure to a classical collection in a museum.   Off hand I don’t recall any others quite like this, but they may 
indeed exist.  None of them has anything to do with Jesus’ disciple Simon Peter. 
 
And so my offhand statement about this particular one was that the Vatican does not have a statue of Peter as rooster 
with a hard cock for his nose.   Carrier’s response was that the statue does exist.  Let me put the question to him 
bluntly: Does he think that the Vatican has “a penis-nosed statue of Peter the cock” in its collection?  I think we can 
say with some assurance that the answer is no.  As I said, unlike a lot of other mythicists Carrier is both trained and 
smart.   But sometimes he doesn’t read very well. 
 
He makes this kind of mistake routinely in his vicious assault on me and my book.  The problem appears to be that 
he sees something that strikes him as a problem, and he isolates it, dissects it, runs with it, gets obsessed with it, and 
…. forgets how it was actually said in the first place.   Careful reading can solve a lot of problems of 
misunderstanding. 
 
Let me say, in addition, that this comment of mine was made very much in passing.  No major point was being 
made, other than that Acharya S was not a scholar who could be trusted (in part because she is not a scholar) in the 
context of eleven rather egregious mistakes that I picked out, more or less at random, in her book.   Carrier does not 



object to any of the other ten.  Which means that he appears to be on board with all eleven.   That means that his 
cavil has no effect on my overall argument at this point. 
 
So what is the point?  Carrier appears to want to show that he is very much a better historian than I am.  This is a 
repeated theme throughout his scathing critique.   I, frankly, did not realize that this was supposed to be a contest 
between the two of us, and am not interested in the question of who wins.  My interest in the book is to discuss 
whether Jesus existed.  I give mounds of evidence to show why he did, and to show why mythicists’ views are 
almost certainly wrong.  The majority of Carrier’s ”errors in fact” are this kind of cavil, in which he sees trees (often 
incorrectly) while missing the forest.  
 
 
 

Mythtic Pizza and Cold-cocked Scholars 
http://rjosephhoffmann.wordpress.com/2012/04/23/mythtic-pizza-and-cold-cocked-scholars/ 
(accessed April 28, 2012) 
 

rjosephhoffmann 
 
Over at the Freethought Blog Ghetto, Atheist blogger and part-time Jesus-denier Richard Carrier 
has recently been applauded by atheist blogger and full-time loudmouth P Z Myers for 
“coldcocking” New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman.  This suggests that the sewer of internet-
facilitated nastiness that exists, among other places, in the US Congress is also fully flowing into 
what used to be called academic discussion. 

 
Except this isn’t discussion and it certainly isn’t academic. 
 
The reason for the cheering?  Professor Ehrman had the audacity to suggest that Jesus actually existed. 
 
For those of you not paying attention, the New Atheism has a new postulate:  Not only does God not exist but Jesus 
didn’t exist either.  It is a theory that zips past Planet America every fifty years or so, like a comet, then fades away 
until a new generation of nutters tries to resuscitate it.  Lucky us: We are living at the right time. 
 
Just to give you the flavor of the discussion—header: Richard Carrier Coldcocks Bart Ehrman 
 
This is great: Richard Carrier Blogs totally destroys Bart Ehrman’s argument for the reality of a historical Jesus.  
Jesus is a legend, like King Arthur or Robin Hood or Paul Bunyan. There may have been some individual in the past 
who inspired the stories, but he’s not part of the historical record, and the tall tales built around him almost 
certainly bear little resemblance to the long-lost reality. It’s simply bad history to invent rationalizations for an 
undocumented mystery figure from the distant past. 

 
I’ll make a deal with PZ Myers: I don’t try to 
lecture him on grasshoppers and he doesn’t lecture 
anybody on Jesus and “bad history.”  I can’t quite 
imagine that the combined religion faculties at 
Harvard, Claremont and Tuebingen are awaiting 
further instruction on Bayes Theorem from Richard 
Carrier or packing up their offices, having been 
served notice that an associate professor of biology 
at the Morris campus of the University of 
Minnesota has discovered that Jesus is just like 
Robin Hood—and Paul Bunyan.  I know it gives 
the mythtics a rush to think that the scholarly 
establishment discourages revolutionary ideas but 
in fact it is designed to discourage error and non-
revolutionary discredited ideas. Like these. 



 
On the other hand, this had to happen: the coalescence of God deniers and Jesus deniers I mean.  After all,  if God is 
a “story,” like Robin Hood and King Arthur then it stands to reason (inarguable Carrier might say) that a story about 
a god’s son is just a myth—EZ, PZ.  But more to the point, the endorsement of amateurs by amateurs is becoming a 
rampant, annoying and distressing problem for biblical scholarship—one that apparently others in my discipline 
think will go away by assuming, as I do not, that saner heads will prevail. We can just ignore the provocative 
ignorance of Myers, Jerry Coyne, Neil Godfrey, and Richard Carrier et al. like so many mosquitoes. 

 
Except mosquitoes are tough to ignore, and some carry Dengue and 
Malaria.  If the last two years has proved anything, it is that the spawn of 
the new atheist movement, like Alex Forrest in Fatal Attraction, will not 
be ignored. Insult works. Spew works.  Faitheist baiting works. What 
works works. 
 
The disease these buggers spread is ignorance disguised as common 
sense. They are the single greatest threat, next to fundamentalism, to the 
calm and considered academic study of religion, touting the scientific 
method as their Mod Op while ignoring its application to historical study. 

 
*** 
 
When you reach the conclusion that Jesus did not exist before you start your journey, everything falls neatly into 
place:  after all, the ancient world is populated with gods and every god has his myth.  And as the new atheists have 
so deftly shown (though without footnotes) the fact that none of these gods has ever existed, increases the 
probability that the one in the Bible has to go too.  Jesus is in the Bible, isn’t he? He has to go.  Covers shut, case 
closed.  Now all we have to do is “cold-cock” scholars who think otherwise and jerry-rig new methods to make their 
work look like the baseless, faith strewn twaddle it really is. 
 
It is almost cruelty to begin picking on the methodological wowsers implied in the reasoning of the mythtics–the 
Jesus- deniers, who conflate God denying and Jesus denying as though they were on the same level of discussion 
and susceptible of the same kinds of proof. 
 
Embarrassing–really–because these same folk who hold up the scientific method to religionists want to walk past the 
complex evidence of textual and linguistic studies as though it weren’t there.  ”Hermeneutics” for them is just a 
word theologians like to throw around to impress seminarians: how can it be useful in forming assumptions that lead 
to premises that force foregone conclusions?  Like God-denying, Jesus-denying is tidy, simple and efficient. 
In their own areas, it would be as though the supporters of flat earth theory and spontaneous generation were given 

equal time at the podium and a spotlight to scoff at astronomy and biology, but—the 
impoverished reasoning seems to run—this is Biblical studies—how serious do you have 
to be?  “Atheist biblical studies” as it is represented by Carrier and company is nothing 
more than a conspiracy theory in search of respectability.  Since that isn’t forthcoming 
through the normal channels of recognition—scholarship I mean—it has to rely on 
trivializing the settled or nearly-settled conclusions of modern scholarship itself, and if 
that doesn’t work, bashing the scholars.  For some very strange reason, they like to quote 
Schweitzer.  But Schweitzer famously refused to give up the historical Jesus.  Prove me 
wrong and divide an extra hundred dollars.  The likelier result is that I can prove to you 
that the mythtics don’t read complete verses in the texts they quote from. 

 
The free thought rabble have chosen Carrier as their standard bearer, without any reason to put their trust in his 
inane conclusions and methods—a man who has never published a significant piece of biblical scholarship, never 
been peer reviewed (peers?), never been vetted, and never held an academic position.  His “reputation” depends on 
deflecting his mirror image of himself as a misunderstood, self-construed genius onto a few dozen equally maladroit 
followers. This billboard for poor method, we are now asked to believe by freethought’s bad boy, PZ Myers, has 
cold-cocked a senior New Testament scholar for saying something as reasonable as “Jesus existed.”  Only in the age 
of instant misinformation and net-attack is this kind of idiocy possible.  Only in the atheist universe where the major 



premise– “religion is a lie so the study of religion is a study of lying”—infects everything is this kind of lunacy 
possible.  Unfortunately, we have Richard Dawkins to thank for the original formulation of that premise. 
 
Carrier is committed to making up methods as he goes along and pretending that he has found an evidence-based 
way of approaching the biblical books.  He is about to re-publish (he had vanity published it already) his “research” 
on this subject with Prometheus Books,  and scores wait with bated breath for his results, though from what I have 
seen of it so far, he could have saved us all the trouble by simply telling us what we already knew: that the Buddha, 
Jesus Christ, and King Arthur are all figments of the teenage imagination and never really existed. If they had, 
presumably, they would have studied grasshoppers. 
 
In any case, Carrier has had plenty of time to build up the suspense of this little drama:  he blogs about himself, 
frolics at other sites that tout the fact that he has a PhD in ancient history, and disses the work of any one who 
disagrees with him, which leaves him both a very lonely and a very busy man. 
 
Sticking to the main point however—the cold-cocking of Bart Ehrman: let me say straight off that Bart and I have a 
difference of opinion about many things.  We disagree especially on the influence of Marcion (a second century 
“heretic”) on the shaping of the New Testament canon.  I have always been ready to accept that I may not be right 
about Marcion, and other scholars have been gracious enough, including some very conservative ones, to say that 
although I am probably wrong there is a thin chance that I am right.  In the push and tug of historical scholarship, 
you take what you can get if you can’t sell it for the price you ask. That is the way the game is played. 
 
But Carrier’s challenge is not about “How the New Testament canon was shaped.”  I suspect that prior question is of 
comparatively small interest to him as a meat and potatoes sensationalist.  It is about a fundamental question that I 
and my critics have answered positively:  While there is some very slight chance that Jesus did not exist, the 
evidence that he existed is sufficiently and cumulatively strong enough to defeat those doubts.  To get around this 
evidence, you have to begin by excluding second- order questions which can be answered, and have been answered 
for a hundred years negatively– questions, which up until recently Carrier was focused on: Did Jesus rise from the 
dead or perform miracles?  Was he born of a virgin, or at Bethlehem, or say all of the things ascribed to him? Then 
there is the perennially dull question that was laid to rest in the writings of the French triumvirs almost a century 
ago—Loisy, Goguel and Guignebert–who were not strangers to radical conclusions: where was the Nazareth that 
Jesus was supposed  to be from? 
 
The study of the gospels is often the study of the lacunae of ancient history: we know less than we would like to 
know to form a coherent picture of Jesus, and the sources for knowing as much as we know are not disinterested 
reporting but the writings of believers propagating a certain message about him.  This is not new.  This is not 
radical.  This is where discussion starts. 

 
By the same token we know more about Jesus than we know about a great many figures 
that we think existed, from far fewer sources—often from faint allusions in the work of 
only one ancient writer. Did Diogenes exist?  Cincinnatus? Outside the gospels, Pontius 
Pilate is virtually unknown except for a reference in Tacitus and mentions in Philo and 
Josephus, if we discount the so-called Pilate stone. 
 
Does his central role in the gospel nullify these sources or corroborate them?  Alexander 
the Great believed he was the son of Ammon; Plutarch believed that Alexander’s mother 
gave birth after being penetrated by divine lightening, and was seen in the embrace of a 
giant snake. In the gospels, Caiaphas and Augustus are also mentioned in the historical 
frame, and they are well known outside it; do we assume that they were merely added to 
a gospel as historical ornamentation, while names like Joseph of Arimathea and Simon 

of Cyrene, or the “Sons of Zebedee,” or James the Lord’s brother, are made up in the writer’s head?  How would we 
justify that assumption? The difficulty of being certain should not lead to the conclusion that nothing can be known, 
and the fact is, we know a great deal more for certain, especially of his historical context, than we did a century or 
two centuries ago. 
 
Given a literary tradition that begins with statements of belief from Paul and his associates rather than the 
tantalizingly difficult accounts called gospels, can we be sure of anything a gospel has to tell us about Jesus?  These 



are all fair questions, and questions that New Testament scholars, including scholars like Bart Ehrman, have thought 
about for a long time. 
 
You can cold -cock them if you want to, but they will still be there to haunt you. 
 
This little rant (and it is a rant, I acknowledge and I do not apologize for it: somebody’s got to do it) will be followed 
 next week by three essay-length responses to Richard C. Carrier’s ideas:  The first by me, the second by Professor 
Maurice Casey of the University of Nottingham, and the third by Stephanie Fisher a specialist in Q-studies.   We 
will attempt to show an impetuous amateur not only where he goes wrong, but why he should buy a map before 
starting his journey.  Other replies will follow in course, and we invite Carrier, his fans, and anyone else interested 
in this discussion to respond to it at any stage along the way. 

 
 
 
Fuller Reply to Richard Carrier 
http://ehrmanblog.org/fuller-reply-to-richard-carrier/ (accessed April 28, 2012) 
 
April 25, 2012 
Bart Ehrman 
 
      Richard Carrier is one of the new breed of mythicists.  He is trained in ancient history and classics, with a PhD 
from Columbia University – an impressive credential.  In my book Did Jesus Exist I speak of him as a smart scholar 
with bona fide credentials.   I do, of course, heartily disagree with him on issues relating to the historical Jesus, but I 
have tried to take his views seriously and to give him the respect he deserves. 
 
      Carrier, as many of you know, has written a scathing review of Did Jesus Exist on his Freethought Blog.   He 
indicates that my book is “full of errors,” that it “misinforms more than it informs” that it provides “false 
information” that it is “worse than bad” and that “it officially sucks.”   The attacks are sustained throughout his 
lengthy post, and they often become personal.  He indicates that “Ehrman doesn’t actually know what he is talking 
about,” he claims that I speak with “absurd” hyperbole, that my argument “makes [me] look irresponsible,” that I am 
guilty of “sloppy work,” that I “misrepresent” my opponents and “misinform the public,” that what I write is “crap,” 
that I am guilty of “arrogantly dogmatic and irresponsible thinking,” that I am “incompetent,” make “hack” 
mistakes, and do not “act like a real scholar.” 
 
      Most of his review represents an attempt to substantiate these claims.   Some readers may find the overblown 
rhetoric offensive, but I have no interest in engaging in a battle of wits and rhetorical flourishes.  I would simply like 
to see if the charges of my incompetence can be sustained. [VIA: A tone Carrier would have done well to have in his 
postings.] 
 
      Let me say at the outset that I am not perfect, that as a full-blooded human being, I do make mistakes, and that 
nothing I say is an inerrant revelation from above.  I sometimes try to convince my wife otherwise, but, frankly, I’ve 
made very little headway there.   When I do make mistakes, I am not afraid to admit it.   I don’t *like* admitting it, 
but my interest really is in discussing what we can know about history, not in proving that I’m always in the right. 
 
      One of the mistakes I make in the book I should state up front, because Carrier found it particularly offensive.  I 
indicated in the book that Carrier’s degree was in Classics.  I was wrong about that.  His PhD is in Ancient History.   
I am not sure where I got the wrong impression he was a classicist; I think when I first heard of him I was told that 
he worked in ancient history and classics, and the “classics” part just stuck with me, possibly because I have always 
revered the field.   In any event, I apologize for the mistake.  His degree is in Ancient History, although he is trained 
as well in classics. [VIA: Integrity. This is unfortunate, however, as the published work cannot be now adjusted.] 
 



      Contrary to what Carrier suggests, this mistake was not some kind of plot on my part, in his words: “a deliberate 
attempt to diminish my qualifications by misrepresentation.”   I frankly don’t know why a classicist is less 
competent to talk about the ancient world of Rome than an ancient historian is, since most Romanists I know are in 
fact Classicists; and it seems odd that Carrier wants to insist that he is not “just a classicist.”   My classicist friends 
would probably not appreciate knowing that they were “just” that.  But in any event, it was an honest to goodness 
mistake, for which I apologize. 
 
      The bulk of Carrier’s harsh critique involves a set of “Errors of Fact” – including one that I have already dealt 
with in an earlier post, whether a bronze Priapus that is allegedly in the Vatican (but not actually, as one of the posts 
on this blog shows) was of Peter.  I stated it was not, and Carrier agrees.  He mistakenly thought I was arguing that 
no such statue existed, but that was not my intention or concern.  I can see how my wording could be (mis)read that 
way, however.   The other charges against me and my book are more damning – or at least they certainly seem to be 
on the surface. 
 
      I will not answer each and every single point Carrier raises (on this, see my closing comments), but will deal 
with the most serious ones in which he charges me with scholarly incompetence.  I am always happy to answer 
questions about any of the others, should I be asked. 
 
The Pilate Error 
      In my book I take the Roman historian Tacitus to task for claiming that Pontius Pilate was a procurator rather 
than a prefect.   The question has little to do with my overall point – that Tacitus is one of the first Roman authors to 
refer to Jesus – but Carrier takes great offense at my assertion and indicates that it shows that I do not know what 
I’m talking about.  According to Carrier, provincial prefects were often also imperial procurators.  He indicates that 
“recent literature on the subject confirms this, as would any consultation with an expert in Tacitus or Roman 
imperial administration.” 
 
      I have to admit that I was surprised to see this objection – as I had never heard of this before, that procurators 
could be prefects.   I am certainly not an expert on Roman imperial magistrates.  But I do try to get my facts straight 
and work hard to make sure I do not get things like this wrong.   But it was news to me.   So I decided to look into 
it.   I have acquaintances and colleagues who are among the world’s leading authorities on Roman history.   I 
emailed one of them the following: 
 

My question: The New Testament indicates that Pontius Pilate was a procurator; the inscription discovered 
in Caesarea Maritima indicate that he was a prefect. Is it possible that he could have been both things at 
once? 
 
His answer was quick and to the point.  I quote:  ‘Not really’ has to be the answer to your question, because 
prefect and procurator are simply two possible titles for the same job.  The initial growth of equestrian 
posts in the emperor’s service was a gradual, haphazard process, and there was little concern to fix titles for 
them [see, e.g., Talbert's chap. 9 in CAH ed. 2 vol. X].  PP could just as well have had the title procurator, 
but evidently he didn’t …   PIR (ed. 2, 1998) P 815 sums it up neatly: “praeses Iudaeae ordinis equestris 
usque ad Claudii tempora non procurator, sed praefectus fuit….”  [This comes from the Prosopographia 
Imperii Romani (i.e., The Prosopography of the Roman Empire);  I translate the Latin as follows: “Up until 
the time of Claudius [i.e., 41-54 CE], the provincial governor of Judea, a man of the equestrian order, was 
not a procurator but a prefect.”]. 

 
     That would seem to settle it.  This email acquaintance of mine is an internationally recognized scholar in the field 
of Roman history, so I trust his judgment.  He asked not to be identified by name, I think because he too does not 
want to be subject to the kinds of attacks one faces on the Internet no matter what one says and on what grounds or 
authority.  In any event, I think the quotation from PIR sums it up.  
  
The Tacitus Question 
      While I’m on the Tacitus reference.   At one point in my book I indicate that “I don’t know of any trained 
classicists or scholars of ancient Rome who think” that the reference to Jesus in Tacitus is a forgery (p. 55).   Carrier 
says this is “crap,” “sloppy work,” and “irresponsible,” and indicates that if I had simply checked into the matter, I 



would see that I’m completely wrong.   As evidence he cites Herbert W. Benario, “Recent Work on Tacitus (1964-
68) The Classical World 63.8 (April 1970) pp. 253-66, where several scholars allegedly indicate that the passage is 
forged. 
 
      In my defense, I need to stress that my comment had to do with what scholars today are saying about the Tacitus 
quotation.   What I say in the book is that I don’t know of any scholars who think that it is an interpolation, and I 
don’t.   I don’t know if Carrier knows of any or not; the ones he is referring to were writing fifty years ago, and so 
far as I know, they have no followers among trained experts today.  In that connection it is surprising that Carrier 
does not mention Benario’s more recent discussions, published as “Recent Work on Tacitus: 1969-1973,” “Recent 
Work on Tacitus: 1974-1983,” “Recent Work on Tacitus: 1984-1993,” “Recent Work on Tacitus: 1994-2003.”   Or 
rather it is not surprising, since the issue appears to have died on the vine (one exception: a brief article in 1974 by 
L. Rougé).   I might also mention that there is indeed a history of the question that goes before the mid-20th 
century.  I first became aware of it from one of the early mythicists, Arthur Drews, whose work, The Christ Myth 
(1909) raises the possibility.  But Drews did not invent the idea; it goes  back at least to the end of the 19th century 
in the work of P. Hochard in 1890, De l’authenticité des Annales et des Histoires de Tacite.   I’m not sure if Carrier 
is familiar with this scholarship or not.  But my point is that I was not trying to make a statement about the history of 
Tacitus scholarship; I was stating what scholars today think. 
 
      But Carrier’s objection to my view did take me a bit off guard and make me wonder whether I was missing 
something, whether there were in fact scholars of Tacitus who continue to think the reference to Jesus was an 
interpolation in his writings.   I am a scholar of the New Testament and early Christianity, not of Tacitus!  And so I 
asked one of the prominent scholars of the Roman world, James Rives, who happens now to teach at UNC.  Anyone 
who wonders about his credentials can look them up on the web; he’s one of the best known experts on Roman 
religion (and other things Roman) internationally.    He has given me permission to cite him by name, as he is 
willing to stand by what he says. 
 

My initial email question to him was this: 
 
I’m wondering if there is any dispute, today, over the passage in Annals 15 where he mentions Jesus 
(whether there is any dispute over its authenticity). 
 
His initial reply was this: 
 
I’ve never come across any dispute about the authenticity of Ann. 15.44; as far as I’m aware, it’s always 
been accepted as genuine, although of course there are plenty of disputes over Tacitus’ precise meaning, 
the source of his information, and the nature of the historical events that lie behind it.  There are some 
minor textual issues (the spelling ‘Chrestianos’ vs. ‘Christianos’, e.g.), but there’s not much to be done with 
them since we here, as everywhere in Tacitus’ major works, effectively depend on a single manuscript. 
 
I then asked him about the article Carrier mentioned with respect to Benario, and this was his reply: 
 
Benario’s article cited below is one of a series he did over a period of decades, in which he summarizes 
other people’s work on Tacitus; they’re an extremely useful bibliographical resource (although there’s no 
reason that a non-specialist would be aware of them!).  I’ve just checked this particular article, and can only 
assume that the particular work to which your adversary makes reference is mentioned on p. 264: Charles 
Saumagne, ‘Tacite et saint Paul’, Revue Historique 232 (1964) 67-110, who according to Benario ‘claims 
that the Christians are not mentioned in 15.44, that there is an ancient interpolation, taken from book 6 of 
the Histories, which were written after the Annals, and that Sulpicius Severus was responsible for the 
transposition’.  So I’m wrong that no classicist has argued that the passage is not authentic.  Saumagne may 
not be alone: Benario cites another article on the same page whose author ‘recalls that Christians are not 
linked with the fire before the time of Sulpicius Severus’.  Nevertheless, I would still point out that 1) 
Saumagne does argue that this is an interpolation, but only from another of Tacitus’ works; 2) the whole 
thing sounds like a house of cards to me, since Histories Book 6 doesn’t exist and so can’t provide a firm 
foundation for an argument; 3) this is clearly a minority opinion, since I’ve never encountered it before. 
 



He then pursued the matter further (he’s a *great* colleague!), and wrote me this: 
 
I’ve had a quick look at the two articles in question.  Saumagne does think that the text has been 
interpolated, but also that the reference to Christ being killed under Pontius Pilate comes from a lost portion 
of Tacitus’ Histories.  His argument seems very shaky to me, but in either case it doesn’t affect your own, 
since Saumagne thinks that Tacitus knew about and referred to Jesus, which is the main thing for you.  The 
other article, by Koestermann (an editor of Tacitus), argues that Tacitus made a mistake in associating the 
Chrestiani with Christ, but doesn’t say anything about the reference to Christ not having been written by 
Tacitus himself.  There may be scholars who’ve argued that the reference to Christ is a later interpolation 
into the text, but neither of these two did, and I certainly don’t know of any others. 
 
I think that’s enough to settle it.  I really don’t think what I said was “irresponsible,” “sloppy,” or “crap.” 

 
The Dying and Rising God: 
      In my book I argue that there is very thin evidence indeed for anything like a widespread pagan belief in a dying-
rising god, on which Jesus was modeled.  In the context of showing the shortcomings of Freke and Gandy’s book 
The Jesus Mysteries, I make a passing comment on the Egyptian god Osiris, first by asking a series of questions: 
“What, for example, is the proof that Osiris was born on December 25 before three shepherds?  Or that he was 
crucified? And that his death brought atonement for sin?  Or that he returned to life on earth by being raised from 
the dead?  In fact no ancient source says any such thing about Osiris” 
 
      Carrier does not seem to disagree with most of this statement, but he takes very serious issue indeed with the 
claim that Osiris was not raised from the dead to return to life on earth.  He indicates that I received this information 
entirely from an article by Jonathan Z. Smith, and that if I had been “real scholar” I would have looked up the 
ancient sources themselves.   As it is I made a “hack mistake” showing that I was “incompetent.”  His counter claim 
is that “Plutarch attests that Osiris was believed to have died and been returned to earth… and that the did indeed 
return to earth in his resurrected body.”  He gives as his reference Plutarch “On Isis and Osiris,” 19.358b. 
 
      Carrier is wrong on all points.   I did not get this information just from J. Z. Smith (who, by the way, is one of 
the most eminent and distinguished historians of religion walking the face of the planet, and certainly no hack) and 
his charge that I have not behaved as a “real scholar” is completely unfounded.  I have read Plutarch’s account of 
Osiris many times.  For years I used this text in the graduate seminars I taught on Graeco-Roman religion.  In my 
reading of the myth of Osiris, he does not rise from the dead back to life here on earth. 
 
      One of our principal sources of knowledge of the myth of the gods Isis and Osiris, brother and sister but lovers, 
is the famous second century pagan philosopher and priest Plutarch.   The myth as Plutarch recounts it is not long; 
most of his treatise De Iside et Osiride consists of a range of ways people had interpreted the myth, in particularly 
the various allegorical interpretations.   A convenient translation of the treatise can be found here: 
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Plutarch/Moralia/Isis_and_Osiris*/ 
 
      I do not need to relate all the details of the myth in this context.  Suffice it to say that Osiris is killed by an 
enemy and hidden away in a chest/coffin that was lost.  Isis finally finds it and mourns the loss of her dead lover.   
But (another) enemy finds the body and does something unspeakable.  Here is the passage from Plutarch, in the 
Babbitt translation of the Loeb Classical Library: 
 

18 As they relate, Isis proceeded to her son Horus, who was being reared in Buto, and bestowed the chest in 
a place well out of the way; but Typhon, who was hunting by night in the light of the moon, happened upon 
it. Recognizing the body [of Osiris] he divided it into fourteen parts and scattered them, each in a different 
place. Isis learned of this and sought for them again, sailing through the swamps in a boat of papyrus. This 
is the reason why people sailing in such boats are not harmed by the crocodiles, since these creatures in 
their own way show either their fear or their reverence for the goddess.  The traditional result of Osiris’s 
dismemberment is that there are many so called tombs of Osiris in Egypt; for Isis held a funeral for each 
part when she had found it. Others deny this and assert that she caused effigies of him to be made and these 
she distributed among the several cities, pretending that she was giving them his body, in order that he 
might receive divine honours in a greater number of cities, and also that, if Typhon should succeed in 



overpowering Horus, he might despair of ever finding the true tomb when so many were pointed out to 
him, all of them called the tomb of Osiris. Of the parts of Osiris’s body the only one which Isis did not find 
was the male member, for the reason that this had been at once tossed into the river, and the lepidotus, the 
sea-bream, and the pike had fed upon it; and it is from these very fishes the Egyptians are most scrupulous 
in abstaining. But Isis made a replica of the member to take its place, and consecrated the phallus, in 
honour of which the Egyptians even at the present day celebrate a festival.  19 Later, as they relate, Osiris 
came to Horus from the other world and exercised and trained him for the battle. 

 
     In this telling of the myth – the one the Carrier refers to – Osiris’s body does not come back to life.  Quite the 
contrary, it remains a corpse.  There are debates, in fact, over where it is buried, and different locales want to claim 
the honor of housing it.   It is true that Osiris “comes back” to earth to work with his son Horus:  ἔπειτα τῷ Ὥρῳ 
τὸν Ὄσιριν ἐξ Ἅιδου παραγενόμενον.   Literally, he came “from Hades.”  But this is not a resurrection of his 
body.  His body is still dead.  He himself is down in Hades, and can come back up to make an appearance on earth 
on occasion.  This is not like Jesus coming back from the dead, in his body; it is like Samuel in the story of the 
Witch of Endor, where King Saul brings his shade back to the world of the living temporarily (1 Samuel 28).   How 
do we know Osiris is not raised physically?  His body is still a corpse, in a tomb. 
 
     Evidence to that comes from various places in the treatise.  For example, section 20, 359 E 
 

not the least important suggestion is the opinion held regarding the shrines of Osiris, whose body is said to 
have been laid in many different places. For they say that Diochites is the name given to a small town, on 
the ground that it alone contains the true tomb; and that the prosperous and influential men among the 
Egyptians are mostly buried in Abydos, since it is the object of their ambition to be buried in the same 
ground with the body of Osiris. In Memphis, however, they say, the Apis is kept, being the image of the 
soul of Osiris, whose body also lies there. The name of this city some interpret as “the haven of the good” 
and others as meaning properly the “tomb of Osiris.” 

 
      It is his soul that lives on, in the underworld.  Not his body in this world.  Carrier wants to argue that the body 
comes back to life, and points to a passage that speaks of its “revivification and regenesis.”  But that is taking the 
Plutarch’s words out of context.  Here is the relevant passage: 
 

35 364F-365A Furthermore, the tales regarding the Titans and the rites celebrated by night agree with the 
accounts of the dismemberment of Osiris and his revivification and regenesis ὁμολογεῖ δὲ καὶ τὰ 
Τιτανικὰ καὶ Νυκτέλια 5 τοῖς λεγομένοις  Ὀσίριδος διασπασμοῖς καὶ ταῖς ἀναβιώσεσι καὶ 
παλιγγενεσίαις.  Similar agreement is found too in the tales about their sepulchres. The Egyptians, as has 
already been stated, point out tombs of Osiris in many places, and the people of Delphi believe that the 
remains of Dionysus rest with them close beside the oracle; 

 
Note: whatever his revivification involves, it is not a return to his physical body, which remains in a tomb 
someplace.   It is his soul that lives on, as seen, finally in a key passage later: 
 

54  373A It is not, therefore, out of keeping that they have a legend that the soul of Osiris is everlasting and 
imperishable, but that his body Typhon oftentimes dismembers and causes to disappear, and that Isis 
wanders hither and yon in her search for it, and fits it together again; for that which really is and is 
perceptible and good is superior to destruction and change. 

 
     Carrier and I could no doubt argue day and night about how to interpret Plutarch.   But my views do not rest on 
having read a single article by Jonathan Z. Smith and a refusal to read the primary sources.  As I read them, there is 
no resurrection of the body of Osiris.  And that is the standard view among experts in the field. 
 
The Other Jesus Conundrum 
      In my discussion of G.A. Wells’s work I have occasion to consider his claim that Paul did not think Jesus was a 
person who lived just a few years before his conversion, but 150 year or so earlier.  In that context I indicate that 
Paul thought that “the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus were recent events.”   I go on to “stress that this is the 
view of all of our sources that deal with the matter at all” (p. 251). 



 
      Carrier jumps on this last statement, stating that it “is false” and that by making it I “arrogantly and ignorantly” 
mislead my readers.  As evidence he points out that in the writings of Epiphanius there is reference to a group of 
Christians who held that Jesus lived in the days of the Jewish king Jannaeus (103-76 BCE), and that this was the 
view as well in the Jewish writings of the Talmud and the Toledot Yeshu. 
 
      In this case Carrier has attacked one of my statements by taking it completely out of its context – as would be 
clear had he simply quoted my next sentence.  After speaking of Paul and the other sources, I say “it is hard to 
believe that Paul would have such a radically different view from every other Christian of his day, as Wells 
suggests.  That Jesus lived recently is affirmed not only in all four of our canonical Gospels…. It is also the view of 
all of the Gospel Sources – Q…M, L – and of the non-Christian sources such as Josephus and Tacitus.” 
 
     When I refer to “all of our other sources” in the sentence that Carrier attacks, I was referring to the sources I then 
enumerate, those of “every other Christian of [Paul’s] day.”  Iin other words, As a careful reading of this entire 
section of my book makes crystal clear, in this context I am talking about our earliest sources of information about 
Jesus: Paul, Q, the Synoptics and their sources, and the non-Christian sources.   I am not referring to every source 
that ever existed at any time whatsoever.   Epiphanius, whom Carrier cites as an alternative source, was writing at 
the end of the fourth Christian century; the Talmud and the Toledot Yeshu were later than that.     
 
     Maybe I could have made this a bit more clear by saying that the view I was referring to could be found in “all 
our sources from Paul’s time and in the decades that followed, not sources written 300 years later that have no 
bearing on Paul’s thinking.”  But frankly, I didn’t think it was necessary since I went on to enumerate the sources 
that I was referring to.  What I meant, of course, was that all of the relevant sources have this view.   
 
“No Roman Records”  
      In the course of my discussion of Freke and Gandy’s The Jesus Mysteries, I fault them for thinking that since the 
Romans kept such detailed records of everything (“birth notices, trial records, death certificates”), it is odd indeed 
that we have no such records from Roman hands about Jesus.  My response is that it is a complete myth (in the 
mythicist sense) that Romans kept detailed records of everything.   Carrier vehemently objects that this is altogether 
false, indicating that in fact we have thousands of such records, and that he has “literally held some for these 
documents in my very hands.”  And he points out that some of them are quoted and cited in ancient books, as when 
Suetonius refers to the birth records for Caligula. 
 
      What Carrier is referring to is principally the documentary papyri discovered in Egypt, which I am in fact very 
familiar with and some of which I too have held in my hands.   Over the years I have frequently referred my PhD 
students to these important records, and have often perused accounts of them, such as the many volumes of the 
Oxyrynchus Papyri, in the course of my research.   We do indeed have many thousands of such documents – wills, 
land deeds, birth records, divorce certificates, and on and on — from Egypt. 
 
      Several points need to be made about these documentary papyri.  First, they are, in fact, largely from Egypt – in 
no small measure because climactic conditions allow for their preservation there.  Second, most of these are not in 
fact records of Roman officials, but made by indigenous Egyptian writers / scribes.  And third, this is not what I was 
talking about. 
 
      In this case the misunderstanding is understandable, but easily explained, and shown by considering my 
comments in their larger context.   My book is about Jesus, a Palestinian Jew of the first century.   Throughout this 
entire book, I was thinking about Jesus, in everything I said.  And his environment and context.  That is why, as I 
pointed out in an earlier post, when I was disputing that an bronze ithyphallic rooster represented the disciple Peter, I 
could say “There is no penis-nosed statue of Peter the cock in the Vatican.”   I wasn’t even thinking about whether 
there was a penis-nosed statue in the museum; I was thinking about whether it had anything to do with Peter.  No, it 
doesn’t.  (And it turns out, it is evidently not even in the museum; but I have no first-hand knowledge of that one 
way or the other.) 
 
      When I denied that we had Roman records of much of anything, or any indication that there ever were Roman 
records of anything, I was thinking of Palestine.   That becomes clear in my other later reference to the matter where 



I explain in detail what I was thinking, and that Carrier, understandably, chose not to quote in full:  “I should 
reiterate that it is a complete “myth” (in the mythicist sense) that Romans kept detailed records of everything and 
that as a result we are inordinately well informed about the world of Roman Palestine [Note: I’m talking about 
Palestine] and should expect then to hear about Jesus if he really lived.  If Romans kept such records, where are 
they?  We certainly don’t have any.  Think of everything we do not know about the reign of Pontius Pilate as 
governor of Judea…” (p. 44) 
 
      I go on to detail what we have no record of about Pilate from Roman records: “his major accomplishments, his 
daily itinerary, the decrees he passed, the laws he issued, the prisoners he put on trial, the death warrants he signed, 
his scandals, his interview, his judicial proceedings.”   In talking about Roman records, I am talking about the 
Roman records we are interested in: the ones related to the time and place where Jesus lived, first-century Palestine.  
It’s a myth that we have or that we could expect to have detailed records from Roman officials about everything that 
was happening there, so that if Jesus really lived, we would have some indication of it.  Quite the contrary, we 
precisely don’t have Roman records – of much of anything – from there. 
 
      We do indeed have lots of records from someplace else that doesn’t matter for the question I’m interested in 
(Egypt; even though even there most of the records are not Roman or from Roman officials).  I can see how my first 
statement on the matter could be construed (without my fuller explanation of what I meant some pages later) and 
how it could be read as flat-out error.  But yes, I do indeed know about our documentary papyri.   A better way for 
me to have said it is that we do have records for other places – at least Egypt – but it’s a complete myth that we have 
them, or should expect to have them, for the time and place Jesus lived. 
 
The Doherty “Slander” 
      Carrier finds fault with my claim, about Earl Doherty, that he “quotes professional scholars at length when their 
view prove useful for developing aspects of his argument, but he fails to point out that not a single one of these 
scholars agrees with his overarching thesis” (p. 252).  He points out that Doherty does in fact indicate, in various 
places throughout his book, that the argument he is advancing at that point is not accepted by other scholars.  As a 
result, Carrier states, my claim is nothing but “falsified propaganda.” 
 
      I am afraid that in this case Carrier misses my point.  It is true that Doherty acknowledges that scholars disagree 
with him on this, that, or the other thing.  But the way he builds his arguments typically makes it appear that he is 
writing as a scholar among scholars, and that all of these scholars (with him in the mix) have disagreements on 
various issues (disagreements with him, with one another).  One is left with the impression that like these other 
scholars, Doherty is building a tenable case that some points of which would be granted by some scholars but not 
others, and that the entire overall thesis, therefore, would also be acceptable to at least some of the scholars he 
engages with.  
 
     The reality, however, is that every single scholar of early Christianity that Doherty appeals to fundamentally 
disagrees with his major thesis (Jesus did not exist).  This is completely unlike other works of true scholarship, 
where scholars are cited as having disagreements on various points – but not, universally, as an entire body, on the 
entire premise and virtually all the claims (foundation and superstructure).  I was urging that Doherty should come 
clean and inform his readers in clear terms that even though he quotes scholars on one issue or another, not a single 
one of these scholars (or indeed, any recognized scholar in the field of scholarship that he is addressing) agrees with 
the radical thesis of his book. 
 
      This criticism of Doherty applies not just to his overall argument but to his argument in the details, at the micro 
level.   The way Doherty uses scholars is just not scholarly, since he often gives the impression that the scholars he 
quotes agree with him on a point when they expressly do not.  Just to give a typical example:  at one place in my 
book I discuss Doherty’s claim that Jesus was not crucified here on earth by Romans, but in the spiritual realm by 
demonic powers (p. 252).  In his book Jesus: Neither God Nor Man Doherty quotes New Testament scholar Morna 
Hooker in support of his view. In the sentence before he introduces her, he says: “this self-sacrificing divinity (who 
operates in the celestial spheres, not on earth) is a paradigm for believers on earth” (p. 104).   In other words, Christ 
was sacrificed in heaven, not on earth.  Then he quotes Hooker: “Christ becomes what we are (likeness of human 
flesh, suffering and death), so enabling us to become what he is (exalted to the heights).”  Here he cites Hooker to 
support his claim that Christ was paradigmatic for his followers (a fairly uncontroversial claim), but he does not 
acknowledge that when she says Christ became “what we are (likeness of human flesh)” she is referring to Christ 



becoming a human being in flesh on earth – precisely the view he rejects.   Hooker’s argument, then, which he 
quotes in favor of his view, flat-out contradicts his view. 
 
     In short, I am not denying that Doherty sometimes acknowledges that scholars disagree with him; I am saying 
that he quotes them as though they support his views without acknowledging that in fact they do not. 
 
The Pliny Confusion 
      Carrier indicates that he almost fell out of his chair when he read my discussion of the letters of Pliny.  Sorry 
about that!   He points out that when I talk about letter 10, I really meant Book 10; and when I summarize the letter 
involving Christians, I provide information that is not found in the letter but is assumed by scholars to apply to the 
letter based on another letter in Book 10. 
 
      To the first charge I plead guilty.  Yes, when I said letter 10 I meant a letter in book 10.  This is what you might 
call a real howler, a cock-up (not in the Peter sense).   I meant Book 10.  This is the kind of mistake I’m prone to 
make (I’ve made it before and will probably make it again), that I should have caught.   A more generous reader 
would have simply said “Ehrman, you say letter 10 but you mean a letter in book 10,” and left it at that.  Carrier 
takes it to mean that I’m an idiot and that I’ve never read the letters of Pliny. 
 
      I may have moments of idiocy, but I have indeed read the letters of Pliny, especially those of Book 10.  I’ve 
taught them for years.  When he accuses me of not knowing the difference between a fact and a hypothetical 
reconstruction, though, he is going too far.  I do indeed know that the context scholars have reconstructed for the 
“Christian problem” is the broader problem outlined elsewhere in Pliny’s correspondence with Trajan.   The 
problem here is simply that I was trying to summarize briefly a complicated account in simple terms for readers who 
frankly, in my opinion (right or wrong) are not interested in the details about Pliny, Trajan, provincial disorder, and 
fire brigaids when the question is whether Pliny knows about Jesus or not. 
 
      This relates to a bigger problem.   Carrier seems to expect Did Jesus Exist to be a work of scholarship written for 
scholars in the academy and with extensive engagement with scholarship, rather than what it is, a popular book 
written for a broad audience.  There is a big difference.  I write both kinds of books.  My scholarly books would 
never be mistaken for books that would be read by a wide, general public.  But Carrier indicates that the inadequacy 
of Did Jesus Exist can be seen by comparing it to two of his own recent books, which, he tells us, pay more attention 
to detail, embrace a more diverse range of scholarship, and have many more footnotes. 
 
      I did not write this book for scholars.  I wrote if for lay people who are interested in a broad, interesting, and 
very important question.  Did Jesus really exist?  I was not arguing the case for scholars, because scholars already 
know the answer to that question.  I was explaining to the non-scholar why scholars think what they do.  A non-
scholarly book tries to explain things in simple terms, and to do so without the clutter of detail that you would find 
in a work of scholarship.   The book should not be faulted for that.  If I had wanted to convince scholars (I’m not 
sure whom I would then be writing for, in that case) I would have written a different kind of book. 
 
Conclusion 
      I have not dealt with all the myriad of things that Carrier has to say – most of them unpleasant – about my book. 
But I have tried to say enough, at least, to counter his charges that I am an incompetent pseudo-scholar.   I try to 
approach my work with honesty and scholarly integrity, and would like to be accorded treatment earned by someone 
who has devoted his entire life to advancing scholarship and to making scholarship more widely available to the 
reading public. 
 
      I am absolutely positive that Carrier and his supporters will write response after response to my comments here, 
digging deeper and deeper to show that I am incompetent.  They will expect replies, so that then they can write yet 
more comments, to which they will expect more replies, so that they can write more comments.  I am finding, now 
that I am becoming active on the Internet, that engaging in discussion here can mean entering into a black hole: there 
is no way out once you hit the event horizon.   Many critics of my work have boundless energy and, seemingly, 
endless time.   I myself have lots of energy, but not lots of time.  I have had my say now, in an attempt to show my 
scholarly competence.  I do not plan on pursuing the matter time and time again in this medium.  My main energies 
– and my limited time – need to be devoted to the two ultimate goals of my career: to advance scholarship among 



scholars and to explain scholarship to popular audiences.  That requires me to write books, and that takes massive 
amounts of time.   That is where I will be putting the bulk of my energies, not to writing lengthy responses 
defending myself against unfounded charges of incompetence. 
 
      I close by quoting a passage that Carrier himself wrote in one of his earlier books, as provided to me by a 
sympathetic reader.  In the Introduction of his book Sense and Goodness Without God (pp. 5-6), Carrier makes the 
following plea: 
 

“For all readers, I ask that my work be approached with the same intellectual charity you would expect 
from anyone else…. [O]rdinary language is necessarily ambiguous and open to many different 
interpretations.  If what I say anywhere in this book appears to contradict, directly or indirectly, something 
else I say here, the principle of interpretive charity should be applied: assume you are misreading the 
meaning of what I said in each or either case.  Whatever interpretation would eliminate the contradiction 
and produce agreement is probably correct.  So you are encouraged in every problem that may trouble you 
to find that interpretation.  If all attempts at this fail, and you cannot but see a contradiction remaining, you 
should write to me about this at once, for the manner of my expression may need expansion or correction in 
a future edition to remove the difficulty, or I might really have goofed up and need to correct a mistake.” 

 
     I like very much the idea of “intellectual charity,” and I think that it is a good idea to contact an author about 
problems that might be detected in her or his writing.  I wish Carrier had followed his own advice and contacted me, 
in fact, rather than publish such a negative and uncharitable review.  But I do hope, at least, that fair minded readers 
will see be open to the arguments that I make and the evidence that I adduce in Did Jesus Exist, and realize that they 
are the views, in popular form, of serious scholarship.  They are not only serious scholarly views, they are the views 
held by virtually every serious scholar in the field of early Christian studies.  
 
[VIA: This is a black hole: 
 
Carrier’s Response: http://freethoughtblogs.com/carrier/archives/1117 
Ophelia Benson: http://freethoughtblogs.com/butterfliesandwheels/2012/03/what-ehrman-actually-says/ 
Ophelia Benson again: http://freethoughtblogs.com/butterfliesandwheels/2012/03/the-unseen/ 
Ophelia Benson, yet again: http://freethoughtblogs.com/butterfliesandwheels/2012/04/a-small-town-guy/ 
John Loftus: http://debunkingchristianity.blogspot.com/2012/04/did-jesus-exist-all-out-war-is-going-on.html 
 
I think I’ll just leave it at that for now…] 
 


