
6^35 i

■) : : ■ j' .( . » ,W.' „■ ?

TRACTS FOR THE TlMES-No. 8.

STRAUSS’S LIFE OF JESUS,
EXAMINED BY

THEODORE PARKER,
MINISTER OF THE TWENTY-SECOND CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH, 

BOSTON, MASS.

PART FIRST.

The work above-named is one of profound theological significance. It marks the age 
we live in, and to judge from its character and the interest it has already excited, will 
make an epoch in theological affairs. It is a book whose influence, for good and for evil, 
will not soon pass away. Taken by itself, it is the most remarkable work that has ap
peared in,theology for the last hundred and fifty years, or since Richard Simon published 
his Critical History of the Old Testament; viewed in reference to its present effect, it 
may well be compared to Tindall’s celebrated work, “ Christianity as old as the Creation,” 
to which, we are told, more than six score replies have been made. We do not propose 
to give any answer to the work of Mr Strauss, or to draw a line between what we consider 
false, and what is true; but only to give a description and brief analysis of the work itself, 
that the good and evil to be expected therefrom may be made evident. But before we 
address ourselves to this work, we must say a brief word respecting the comparative 
position of Germany and England in regard to Theology.

On the fourth day of July, in the year of grace one thousand seven hundred and fifty
seven, died at Halle, in Germany, Sigismund Jacob Baumgarten; a man who was deemed 
a great light in his time. Some thought that Theology died with him. A few, perhaps 
more than a few, at one time doubted his soundness in the faith, for he studied philosophy, 
the philosophy of Wolf, and there are always men, in pulpits and parlours, who think 
philosophy is curious in unnecessary matters, meddling with things that are too high for 
the human arm to reach. Such was the case in Baumgarten’s time in Halle of Saxony. 
Such is it now, not in Halle of Saxony, but in a great many places nearer home. But 
Dr Baumgarten outlived this suspicion, we are told, and avenged himself, in the most 
natural way, by visiting with thunders all such as differed from himself; a secret satisfac
tion which some young men, we are told, hope one day to enjoy. Baumgarten may be 
taken, perhaps, as representing the advanced post in German theology in the middle of 
the last century. A few words from one of the greatest critical scholars Europe has 
produced will serve to show what that post was a hundred years ago. “ He attempted, 
by means of history and philosophy, to throw light upon theological subjects ; but wholly 
neglecting philology and criticism, and unacquainted with the best sources of knowledge, 
he was unable to free religion from its corruptions. Everything that the church taught 
passed with him for infallible truth. He did not take pains to inquire whether it agreed 
with Scripture or common sense, Deyoted to the church, he assumed its doctrines, and
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fortified its traditions with the show of demonstrations, as with insurmountable walls of 
defence. His scholars were no less prompt and positive in their decisions than their 
master. Every dogma of their teacher was received by them as it were a mathematical 
certainty, and his polemics exhibited to them the Lutheran church in exclusive posses
sion of the truth, and resigned all other sects covered with shame and contempt to their 
respective errors. Everything appeared to be so clearly exhibited and proved by him, that 
there seemed to be nothing left for future scholars to investigate and explain ; but only 
to repeat and enforce in an intelligible manner the truths already acquired. Baumgarten, 
indeed, accounted it nothing less than high treason against his discipline for his scholars 
to presume to think and examine for themselves; and acknowledged him only for his 
genuine disciple who left his school confident that, with the weapons of his instructor in 
his hands, he could resist the whole theological world, and overcome it without a violent 
struggle.” Philosophy was considered as a pest, and its precincts forbidden to all pious 
souls. Ecclesiastical history was in the service of a mystical Pietism; its real province 
and genuine sources were unknown. Exegetical learning was thought unnecessary, and 
even a foe to genuine piety ; the chimeras of Buxtorf, half Jewish, half Christian, ruled 
with despotic sway. Langen’s method of salvation was esteemed an oracle in dogmatic 
theology, and pietistic and fanatical notions prevailed in morals. If a man was not satis
fied with this, or showed a desire for more fundamental theological learning, it was said, 
“ He has forsaken his first love, and wants to study his Saviour out of the world.” Such 
was Germany a hundred years ago. The fate of Lawrence Schmid, the “Wertheim Trans
lator” of part of the Pentateuch, is a well knowm sign of the times. A young man was 
accused of Socinianism and Arianism, because he doubted the genuineness of the cele
brated passage, 1 John v. 7, now abandoned by all respectable critics; he was reckoned 
unsound because he openly, or in secret, studied Richard Simon, Grotius, Leclerc, and 
Wetstein.

Let us now turn to England. Before this time the Deists had opened their voice; 
Hobbs, Morgan, Collins, Chubb, Tindall, Bolingbroke, had said their say. The civil wars p 
of England, in the century before, had awakened the soul of the nation. Great men had 
risen up, and given a progress to the Protestant Reformation, such as it found in no other 
country of the world perhaps, unless it were in Transylvania and Holland. There had 
been a Taylor, Cudworth, Seeker, Tillotson, Hoadly, Hare, Lardner, Foster, Whitby, 
Sykes, Butler, Benson, Watts—yes, a Newton and a Locke, helping to liberalise theology. 
The works of Montaigne, Malebranche, Bayle, even of Spinoza, had readers in England, 
as well as opponents. The English theologians stood far in advance of the Germans, 
among whom few great names were to be reckoned after the Reformation. Take the 
century that ended in the year of Baumgarten’s death, and you have the period of Eng
land’s greatest glory in science, literature, and theology. The works which give charac
ter to the nation were written then. Most of the English theology, which pays for the 
reading, was written before the middle of the last century; while in Germany few books 
had been written on that general theme since the sixteenth century, which are now re
printed or even read. Such was England a century ago.

What have the two countries done since? Compare Taylor’s Liberty of Prophesying, 
the writings of Cudworth, Locke, Butler, and Tillotson, or Foster, with the writings of ' 
the men who occupy a similar relative position at this day—with the general tone of the 
more liberal writers of England—and what is the result ? Need it be told ? Theology, 
in the main body of English Theologians, has not been stationary. It has gone back. 
The works of Priestley, and others like him, bear little fruit.

Now in Germany, since the death of Baumgarten, there has been a great advance. 
Compare the works of Neander, Bretschneider, De Wette, and F. C. Bauer, with Baum
garten, and “the great theologians” of his time, and what a change! New land has 
been won ; old errors driven away. It is not in vain that Michaelis, Semler, Eichhorn, 
Kant, Schelling, Hegel, and Schleiermacher, have lived. Men study theology as the 
English once studied it—as if they were in earnest. New questions are raised;.old 
doubts removed; some principles are fixed; and theology studied as a science, in the light 
of reason. But another has said, “ In the English theology there is somewhat dead, and 
immoveable, catholic, external, mechanical; while the industrial power of.England is 
active, and goes ahead with giant strides, from invention to invention ; while the com
mercial and warlike spirit of the nation goes storming forth, with manly and. almost 
frantic courage, into the remotest distance, embracing the globe with its gigantic arms, 
and in the midst of its material concerns pursues without wearying the interests of 
science, too haughty to disturb itself about the truth of religions foreign to its concerns— 
theology remains, as it were, to represent the female element in the mind of the nation, 
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sitting at home, domestic as a snail, in the old-fashioned narrow building she has inherited 
from her fathers, which has been patched up a little, here and there, as necessity com
pelled. There she sits, anxiously fearing, in her old-womanly way, lest she shall be 
driven out of doors by the spirit of enlightened Europe, which sports with heathen reli
gions. In English theology a peace has been established between the understanding and 
Christianity, as between two deadly foes. Theology preserves unhurt the objective con
tents of the Christian religion; but in the dull understanding, it lies like a stone in the 
stomach.” But let us now turn to the work of Mr Strauss.

It is not our aim to write a polemic against the author of the “ Life of Jesus,” but to 
describe his book, or “define his position,” as the politicians are wont to say. The work 
in question comprises, first, an introduction, relating to the formation of the “Mythical stand
point,” from which tire Evangelical history is to be contemplated; second, the main work 
itself, which is divided into three books, relating respectively to the History of the Birth 
and Childhood of Jesus; bis Public Life; his Sufferings, Death, and Resurrection; third, 
a conclusion of the whole book, or the doctrinal significance of the life of Jesus. The 
work forms two closely printed volumes, and comprises about sixteen hundred pages, 
thus making a work nearly as large as Mr Hallam’s History of Literature. It is not 
properly called a Life of Jesus; but a better, a more descriptive title would be, A Funda
mental Criticism on the Four Gospels. In regard to learning, acuteness, and sagacious 
conjectures, the work resembles Niebuhr’s History of Rome. Like that, it is not a his
tory, but a criticism and collection of materials, out of which a conjectural history may 
be constructed. Mr Strauss, however, is not so original as Niebuhr (who yet had numerous 
predecessors, though they are rarely noticed), but is much more orderly and methodical. 
The general manner of treating the subject, and arranging the chapters, sections, and 
parts of the argument, intimates consummate dialectical skill; while the style is clear, 
the expression direct, and the author’s openness in referring to his sources of information, 
and stating his conclusions in all their simplicity, is candid and exemplary.

The introduction to the work is valuable to every student of the Scriptures, who has 
sufficient sagacity to discern between the true and the false ; to any other it is dangerous, 
as are all strong books to weak heads, very dangerous, from its “ specious appearances.” 
It is quite indispensable to a comprehension of the main work. We will give a brief 
abstract of some of its most important matters. If a form of religion rest on written 
documents, sooner or later there comes a difference between the old document and the 
modern discoveries and culture shown in works written to explain it. So long as the 
difference is not total, attempts will be made to reconcile the two. A great part of reli
gious documents relate to sacred history, to events and instances of the Deity stepping 
into the circle of human affairs. Subsequently, doubts arise as to the fact, and it is said, 
“the Divinity could not have done as it is alleged,” or, “the deed could not be divine.” 
Then attempts are made to show either that these deeds were never done, and, therefore, 
the documentary record is not entitled to historical credibility, or that they were not done 
ly God, and, therefore, to explain away the real contents of the book. In each of these 
cases, the critic may go fearlessly to w’ork; look facts clearly in the face; acknowledges 
the statements of the old record, with the inconsistency between them and the truths of 
science; or, he may go to work under constraint; may blind himself to this inconsistency, 
and seek merely to unfold the original meaning of the text. This took place in Greece, 
where religion did not rest on religious documents, but had yet a sort of connection with 
the mythological stories of Homer and Hesiod, and with others, which circulated from 
mouth to mouth. The serious philosophers soon saw that these stories could not be true. 
Hence arose Plato’s quarrel with Homer; hence Anaxagoras gave an allegorical explana
tion of Homer, and the Stoics naturalised Hesiod’s Theogony, supposing it related to the 
operations of nature. Others, like Evhemerus, humanised and applied these stories to men, 
who by great deeds had won divine honours.

Now’ with the Hebrews, their stability, and their adherence to the supernatural stand
point, would, on the one hand, prevent such views being taken of their religious records:; 
and on the other, would render this treatment the more necessary. Accordingly, after 
the exile, and still more after the time of the Maccabees, the Hebrew teachers found 
means to remove what was offensive ; to fill up chasms, and introduce modern ideas into 
their religious books. This was first done at Alexandria. Philo—following numerous 
predecessors—maintained there was a common and a deeper sense in the Scriptures, and in 
some cases the literal meaning was altogether set aside; especially when it comprised 
anything excessively anthropomorphitic, or unworthy of God. Thus he gave up the histo
rical character, to save the credit of the narrative, but never followed the method of 
Evhemerus. The Christians applied the same treatment to the Old Testament, and 
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Origen found a literal, moral, and mystical sense in all parts of the Scriptures, and some
times applied the saying, “ the letter killeth, but the spirit maketh alive,” to the former. 
Some passages, he said, had no literal sense; in others, a literal lie lay at the bottom of a 
mystical truth. Many deeds, he says, are mentioned in Scripture which were never per
formed ; fiction is woven up with fact to lead us to virtue. He rejected the literal sense 
of those passages which humanise the Deity. But Origen went further, and applied these 
same principles to the New Testament, where he found much that was distasteful to his 
philosophical palate. Here also he finds fiction mingled with fact, and compares the 
Homeric stories of the Trojan war, in respect to their credibility, with the Christian nar
ratives. In both Homer and the Gospels, he would consider what portions can be be
lieved ; what considered as figurative; what rejected as incredible, and the result of 
human frailty. He, therefore, does not demand a blind faith in the Gospels, but would 
have all Christians understand, that good sense and diligent examination are necessary in 
this study, to ascertain the meaning of a particular passage. But this heretical father 
was too cautious to extend these remarks, and apply them extensively to particular pas
sages. The Scriptures fell into the hands of men who acknowledged something divine in 
them; but denied that God had made therein particular manifestations of himself. This 
was done by Celsus, Porphyry, and Julian, who assented to much that is related of Moses 
and Jesus; while they found “ lying legends” in other parts of the Bible.

Among the Greeks and Hebrews, whose religious literature was contemporary with the 
growth of the nation, the prevalence of the allegorical interpretation of the sacred books 
proved that the old forms of religion had died out, for the modern culture had outgrown the 
faith of the fathers of the nation. But in Christianity, the allegorical explanation adopted 
by Origen, and the peculiar opposition of Celsus taking place so near the birth of Chris
tianity, proved that the world had not yet properly lived in the new form of religion. 
But, from the age after this time, when the rude Germanic nations—too rude to find any 
difficulty in admitting the most objectionable parts of the Old and New Testament—were 
conquering the Roman Empire, and becoming Christians at the same time, all proofs have 
disappeared which would indicate the prevalence of a manner of interpreting the Scrip
tures that arose from a radical discrepancy between the culture of mankind and the state
ments in these records. The Reformation made the first breach upon the solid walls of ec
clesiastical faith in the letter of the Bible. This was the first sign, that in Christianity, 
as formerly in Judaism and Heathenism, there was a culture sufficiently powerful to re-act 
upon the prevalent form of religion.

So far as the Reformation was directed against the Romish Church, it soon accomplished 
its sublime mission. But in relation to the Scriptures, it took the direction of Deism. 
Toland and Bolingbroke called the Bible a collection of fabulous books. Others robbed 
the Scriptural heroes of all divine light. The law of Moses was considered a superstition, 
the apostles were called selfish, the character of Jesus was assailed, and his resurrection 
denied by a “ moral philosopher.” Here belong Chubb, Woolston, Morgan, and the Wol- 
fenbuttel Fragmentis. These scholars were ably opposed by a host of apologetical writers 
in England and Germany, who defended the supernatural character of the Bible. But in 
Germany there arose a different class of men, who designed to strip the Bible of its super
natural character and direct divinity; but to leave its human character unharmed. They 
would not call the alleged miracles, miracles, nor consider them as juggling. Thus Eich
horn opposed the Deists—who ascribed bad motives to the writers of Scripture—but 
denied that there was anything supernatural in the stories of the Old Testament. He 
saw that he must deny this of the Bible, or admit it, likewise, of all ancient religious do
cuments; for they all claimed it. We are not to be astonished, he says, at finding mira
cles in these writings, for they were produced in the infancy of the world ; we must inter- 
pret them in the same spirit that composed them. Thus he can explain the histoiy of 
Noah, Abraham, and Moses, by natural events. .

Others treated the New Testament in the same manner. But the first Christian 
-Evhemerus was Dr Paulus. He makes a distinction between the fact related and the judg
ment or opinion respecting the fact; for example, between the fact and the writers opinion 
respecting its cause or purpose. The two, he supposes, are confounded in the New Testa
ment ; for its writers, like others in that age, took a supernatural view', and referred 
human actions to the direct agency of God. The office of an interpreter is to separate 
the fact from the opinion about the fact. Paulus, accordingly, believes the Gospels but 
denies the supernatural casualty of the events related. Jesus is not the Son of God, in 
the ecclesiastical sense, but a good man; he works no miracles, but does kind deeds, 
sometimes by cliirurgical skill, and sometimes by good luck. Both Paulus and Eich
horn, in order to maintain the truth of the narrative, must refer it to a date as early as



possible; thus the former admits that Moses wrote the Pentateuch on the march through 
the wilderness, and the latter believes the genuineness of the Gospels. Both of these 
sacrifice the literal history for the sake of the great truths contained in the ^ok.

Kant took a different position. He did not concern himself with the history, but only 
with the idea the history unfolded; this idea he considered not »s theoretical and practi
cal but only the latter. He did not refer it to the divine mind, but to that of the writer, 
or his interpreter. Christian writers, he says, have so long interpreted these books, that 
they seem to harmonise with universal moral laws. But the Greeks and Romans did 
the same, and made Polytheism only a symbol of the various attributes ‘he One God 
thus giving a mystical sense to the basest actions of the gods, and the wildest dreams of 
the poets. In the same way the Christian writings must be explained, so as to make 
them harmonise with the universal laws of a pure moral religion. This, even if it 
does violence to the text, must be preferred to the literal interpretation, which, in many 
instances, would afford no support to morality, and would sometimes counteract the 
moral sense. Thus he makes David’s denunciation of his foes signify the desire to over
come obstacles; but thinks it is not necessary these ideas should have been present to the 
mind of the writer of the books.

Here, Mr Strauss continues, was, on the one hand, an unhistoncal, and on the other an 
unphilosophical method of treating the Bible. The progressive study of mythology shed 
light upon this subject. Eichhorn had made the reasonable demand, that the Bible should 
be treated like other ancient books ; but Paulus, attempting to treat others as he treated 
the Bible, could not naturalise the Greek legends and myths. Such scholars as Schelling 
and Gabler began to find myths in the Bible, and apply to them the maxim of Heyne, 
“ a mytliis omnis priscorum hominum cum historia, turn philosophia procedit. Bauer 
ventured to write a Hebrew mythology of the Old and New Testament. . A myth was 
defined to be a narration, proceeding from an age when there was no written authentic 
history, but when facts were related and preserved by oral tradition. It is a myth, it it 
contains an account of things—related in an historical way—which absolutely could not be 
the objects of experience, such as events that took place in the supersensual world, or 
which could not relatively be objects of experience, such, for example, as from the 
nature of the case no man could witness. Or, finally, it is a myth, if the narrative is 
elaborated into the wonderful, and is related in symbolic language.

Now, the naturalistic method of interpreting the Bible could only be resorted to on the 
supposition of its historical accuracy, and that it was written contemporary with ‘i‘ie 
events it relates. Accordingly, men who denied this carried out the mythical theory. 
The Pentateuch, says Vater, can be understood only on the supposition it was not written 
by eye-witnesses. De Wette declared still more strongly against the naturalistic, and m 
favour of the mythical hypothesis. To test the credibility of an account, he says, we 
must examine the writer’s tendency. He may write history, and yet have a poetic ten
dency, and such is the case with the writers of the Old Testament. Fact and fiction are 
blended together therein, and we cannot separate them, because we have no criterion, or 
touchstone, by which to examine them. The only source of our knowledge of events is 
the narrative relating the historical facts. We cannot go beyond this. In regard to the 
Old Testament, we must admit or reject these narratives; in the latter case, we relinquish 
all claim to any knowledge of the affairs related, for we have no other evidence respecting 
them. We have no right to impose a natural explanation on what is related as a miracle. 
It is entirely arbitrary to say thejfczc/ is genuine history, and the drapery alone is poetical; 
for example, we have no right to say, Abraham thought he would make a covenant with 
God, and that this fact lies at the bottom of the poetic narrative. Nor do we know what 
Abraham thought. If we follow the narrative, we must take the fact as it is ; if we reject 
it, we have no knowledge of the fact itself. It is not reasonable that Abraham should 
have such thoughts of his descendants possessing Palestine centuries afterwards, but quite 
natural that they should write this poetic fiction to glorify their ancestor..

Thus the naturalistic explanation destroys itself, and the mythical takes its place. Even 
Eichhorn confessed the former could not be applied to the New lestament; and. Gabler, 
long ago, maintained that there are in the New Testament not only erroneous judgments 
upon facts, which an eye-witness might make, but also false facts and improbable results 
mentioned, which an eye-witness could not relate, but which were gradually formed by 
tradition, and are, therefore, to be considered myths. The circumstance of writings and 
books being well known at the time of Christ does not preclude the mythical view ; for 
the facts must have been preserved orally long before they were written down. Besides, 
says Bauer, we have not in the New Testament a whole series of myths, but only single 
mythical stories. Anecdotes are told of a great naan, which assume a more extraordinary 
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character the farther they spread. In a miracle-loving age, the obscure youth of Jesus 
would, after his name became illustrious, be embellished with miraculous stories of celes
tial beings visiting his parents, predicting his birth and character. Where the records or 
authentic tradition failed, men gave loose to fancy, to historical conjectures and reason
ings in the style of the Jewish Christians, and thus created the philosophic myths of 
primitive Christian history. But men did not set down with fancy aforethought, saying, 
“Go to, now, let us make myths;” but they were gradually formed; a little was added 
here, and a little there. They would relate chiefly to the obscurest part of Christ’s his
tory. In obedience to this principle, Eichhorn, seeing that only a slender thread of 
apostolical tradition runs through the three first Gospels, rejects several stories from the 
life of Jesus, which offended his critical taste; for example, the Gospel of the Infancy, the 
temptation, some of his miracles, the resurrection of the saints at his death.

Now, Mr Strauss objects to his predecessors, that, for the most part, their idea of a myth 
is not just and definite; for in the case of a historical myth they permit the interpreter 
to separate a natural, historical fact from the miraculous embellishments, which they 
refer to tradition; not, as the naturalist had done, to the original author. Thus the natu
ralist and the supernaturalist could admit historical but not philosophical myths, for 
then the entire historical basis seemed to fall away. Again, these views were not applied 
extensively—as far as they would go. Eichhorn admitted there was a myth on the 
threshold of the Old Testament. When the mythical hypothesis reached the New 
Testament, it was not permitted to go beyond the very entrance. It was admitted there 
could be no certain accounts of the early life of Jesus, and, therefore, that many false 
stories, suited to the taste of the times and the oracles of the Old Testament, have taken 
the place which there was no history to fill. But this does notin the slightest degree impair 
the credibility of the subsequent narrative. The Evangelists give an account of the last 
three years of his life ; and here they were eye-witnesses, or took the word of eye-wit
nesses. Then objections were brought against the end of the history, and the Ascension 
was considered spurious or mythical. Thus critical doubts began to nibble at both ends 
of the narrative, while the middle remained untouched ; or, as some one has said, 
“ Theologians entered the domain of evangelical history through the gorgeous portals of 
the myth, and passed out at a similar gate; but in all that lay between these limits, 
they were content to take the crooked and toilsome paths of naturalistic explanation.”

•Mr Strauss next inquires, whether it is possible there should be myths in the New Tes
tament? and, judging from outward arguments, he thinks it possible. Most Christians, he 
says, believe that is false which the heathen relate of their gods, and the Mahometans of 
their prophet, while the Scriptures relate only what is true respecting the acts of God, 
Christ, and the holy men. But this is a prejudice founded on the assumption that Chris- 
tiany differs from heathen religions in the fact that it alone is an historical, while they 
are mythical religions. But this is the result of a partial and confined view ; for each of 
the other religions brings this charge against its rivals; and all derive their own origin 
from the direct agency of God. It is supposed that the Gospels were written by eye
witnesses, who were not deceived themselves, and were not deceivers, and, therefore, no room 
is left for the formation or insertion of myths. But it is only a prejudice that the Gospels 
were written by eye-witnesses. The names of Matthew and John, for example, prefixed 
to these writings prove nothing; for the Pentateuch bears the name of Moses, though it 
must have been written long after him; some of the Psalms bear the name of David 
though they were written during the exile, and the book of Daniel ascribes itself to that 
prophet, though it was not written before the times of Antiochus Epiphanes. He finds 
little reason for believing the genuineness or the authenticity of the Gospels. Indeed he 
regards them all as spurious productions of well-meaning men, who collected the traditions 
that were current in the part of the world where they respectively lived. This is the 
weakest part of his book, important as the question is; yet weak as it is, his chief argu
ment rests upon it. The proofs of the spuriousness of these books are quite too feeble 
and uncertain for his purpose, and accordingly we are pleased to see, from the preface 
and many passages of the third edition, that his doubts upon the genuineness of John’s 
Gospel have become doubtful, even to himself, after a farther study of it, with the aid of 
the recent works of Neander and De Wette.

Again, judging from the character of the books themselves, myths, according to Strauss, 
might be expected in the New Testament. It is sometimes said, the mythical stories of 
the Bible differ from the Greek myths, in their superior moral character; but the alleged 
■immorality of the Greek myths arises from mistaking their sense; and some of the myths 
in the Old Testament are immoral; and if they could be formed, much easier could 
moral myths be made and accepted. It is sometimes said, in opposition to the mythical 



hypothesis, that all these stories in the Bible appear natural, if you admit the direct 
agency of God. But the same remark applies equally to the Greek and Indian myths. 
Still farther, it is said, the heathen myths represent God as a changing being, and thus 
contain the natural history of God, and the birth, infancy, youth, and manhood of Apollo 
or Jupiter, for example; while those of the Bible represent Jehovah as eternally the 
same. But Jesus, the Son of God, the Divine Logos incarnated, is the subject of history. 
Others say, there can be no myths, because the time of Jesus was an historical and not a 
mythical age; but all parts of the world were not filled with the historical spirit, and 
fictions might easily grow up among the people, who had no design to deceive, and thus 
myths be formed. This is the more probable, for in ancient times, among the Hebrews, 
and in particular in the religious circles of that people, history and fiction, like poetry 
and prose, were never carefully separated, and the most respectable writers, among the 
Jews and early Christians, wrote works, and ascribed them to distinguished men of an 
earlier

His definition and criteria of a myth are as follows:—A myth has two sides; first, it 
is not a history; and second, it is a fiction, which has been produced by the state of mind 
of a certain community.

I. It is not an historical statement: (1) if it contradict the well-known laws of casualty 
(and here belong the direct actions and supernatural appearances of God and the angels, 
miracles, prophecies, and voices from Heaven, violations of the order of succession, and 
well-known psychological laws); and (2) when the writers or witnesses contradict each 
other, in respect to time (for example, of the purification of the temple), place (the 
residence of Joseph and Mary), number (the Gadarenes and angels at the grave), or in 
respect to names and other circumstances.

II. A narrative is shown to be legendary or fictitious: (1) if it is poetical in form, and 
the discourses of the characters are longer and more inspired than we need expect (for ex
ample, the discourses of Jesus); and (2) if the substance of the narrative agrees remarkably 
with the preconceived opinions of the community where it originated, it is .more or less 
probable the narrative grew out of the opinion. He adds several qualifications and mo
difications of these tests.

Having thus drawn lines of circumvallation and contravallation about the Gospels, Mr 
Strauss thus opens the attack upon the outworks: The narrative in Luke relating to John 
the Baptist, he says, is not authentic; it is not probable the angelic state is constituted 
as it is here supposed. This idea was borrowed by the later Jews from the Zend religion; 
and the name of the angel Gabriel, and his office to stand before God, are Babylonian. 
The angel’s discourse and conduct are objectionable; he commands that the child shall 
be trained up as a Nazarite, and smites Zacharias with dumbness, which is not consistent 
with “ theocratic decorum.” Admitting the existence of angels, they could not reveal 
themselves to men, since they belong to different spheres. The naturalists and super
naturalists fail to render this story credible, and we are, therefore, forced to doubt its 
literal accuracy. Some writers suppose there are historical facts at the bottom of this 
tale; for example, the sterility of Elizabeth, the sudden dumbness of Zacharias, and his 
subsequent restoration. But there is no better reason for admitting these facts than for 
admitting the whole story. It must be regarded as a myth, and is evidently wrought 
out in imitation of others in the Old Testament. It resembles the story of Sarah, in the 
age of the parties; Elizabeth is a daughter of Aaron, whose wife bore this same name. 
The appearance of the angel, who fortels the birth of John, his character and destiny, is 
evidently an imitation of the prophecy respecting Samson, and there is a very strong 
resemblance between the language of Luke in this part of the story and that of the Sep- 
tuagint in the account of Samson’s birth. The conclusion of the story (Luke i. 80) 
resembles the end of the story of Ishmael (Gen. xxi. 20). The name of John (God’s gift) 
which was not a family name, renders the narrative still more suspicious. Thus the 
whole is a myth. We think Mr Strauss, for the sake of consistency, ought to deny that 
John the Baptist was an historical person, and doubtless he would have done so, were it 
not for an unfortunate passage in Josephus, which mentions that prophet. A rigorous 
application of his tests would deprive John of historical existence. But Josephus saves 
him.

He next examines the genealogies of Jesus.
Matthew enumerates three series, each of fourteen generations, or forty-two persons in 

the whole, between Abraham and Jesus, and gives the names of the individuals; but the 
number actually given does not agree with his enumeration, and no hypothesis relieves 
us of the difficulty. If we compare this list with the Old Testament, it is still more 
objectionable, for it omits several well-known names, and contains some mistakes. Luke’s 



genealogy differs still more widely from the Old Testament; from Nathan, the Son of 
David, downward, he mentions only two persons who occur in the Old Testament, namely, 
Salathiel and Zorobabel, and even here it contradicts the narratives in 1 Chronicles iii. 
17, 19, 20. If we compare these two genealogies together, there is a striking difference 
between them. Luke reckons forty-one generations from David to Joseph, the father of 
Jesus, where Matthew makes but twenty-six, and with the two exceptions above mentioned, 
the names are all different in the two narrations. According to Luke, the father of Joseph 
is Heli, a descendant of Nathan, son of David; according to Matthew, Joseph’s father is 
Jacob, a descendant of Solomon. Various attempts have been made to reconcile these 
conflicting genealogies, but they all rest on arbitrary suppositions. It is sometimes said 
one contains the genealogy of Joseph, the other of Mary • but this also is an arbitrary 
supposition, at variance with the text, and is not supported by any passage in the Bible.. 
We must, then, conclude these genealogies are arbitrary compositions, which do not 
prove the Davidie descent of Jesus, who was called son of David, because he was consi
dered as the Messiah. It is easily conceivable that a Galilean, whose descent was un
known, after he had acquired the title of Messiah, should be represented by tradition as a 
son of David. On the strength of these traditions genealogies were composed, which, for 
want of authentic documents, were as various and conflicting as these two of Luke and 
Matthew.

He then treats of the miraculous birth of Jesus.
Here he makes use of two apocryphal Gospels, quoted by several of the early fathers. 

He shows the striking difference between the accounts of Matthew and Luke, concerning 
the birth of Jesus. But since the same view has been taken amongst us by Mr Norton, 
and this remarkable discrepancy has been pointed out by him in a work well known and 
justly valued, it is unnecessary to enter farther into the subject. Mr Norton reject’s 
Matthew’s account as spurious and unauthentic; while Mr Strauss, with more perfect 
logical consistency, rejects likewise Luke’s narrative, on the ground that Gabriel talks 
like a Jew ; that the supernatural birth is impossible; that if a human birth implies the 
sinfulness of the child, then a celestial mother is needed also, that the child may be free 
from sin. Again, there are exegetical difficulties, for Mark and John omit this part of 
the history, and the latter had the best possible means of information, and it is always 
supposed in the New Testament that Jesus was Joseph’s son. Beside, if Jesus were the 
son of God, how could he be the son of David, and why are the two genealogies given to 
prove that descent, one of which is confessed, on all hands, to be the genealogy of Joseph, 
who by the supernatural hypothesis was nowise related to Jesus ? In this case the gene
alogies would prove nothing. It is not possible they proceeded from the same hand as 
the story of the supernatural birth, and Mr Strauss conjectures they are the work of the 
Ebionites, who denied that article of faith. The attempts of the rationalists and the super
naturalists are alike insufficient, he thinks, to explain away the difficulties of this narra
tive ; but if we regard it as a myth, the difficulty vanishes, and its origin is easily explained. 
The story itself, in Matthew, refers to Isaiah (vii. 14), and that prophecy seems to have 
been the groundwork of this myth. In the old world, it was erroneously supposed, or 
pretended, that great men were the descendants of the gods; for example, Hercules, the 
Dioscuri, Romulus, Pythagoras, and Plato, of whose remarkable birth Jerome speaks. This 
myth, therefore, grew naturally out of the common Jewish notions at the time, and was 
at last written down.

He next examines the account of the census, and the early life of Jesus.
Luke informs us that Augustus Caesar issued a decree “ that all the world should be 

taxed, or numbered ; but no other writer mentions a general census in the time of Augus
tus, though a census was made in some provinces. If we limit the term “ all the world ” 
to Judea, still it is improbable such a census was made at that time, for the Romans did 
not make a census of conquered countries until they were reduced to the form of a pro
vince, and Judea did not become a Roman province until after the disgrace and banishment 
of Arclielaus, which event took place after he had reigned ten years as an allied sovereign. 
Luke says this census was made when Quirinus was governor of Syria. Now it was not 
Quirinus, but Sentius Saturninus, and after him, Quint. Varus, who were proconsuls of Syria 
in the latter years of Herod I., and it was some years after his death that Quirinus became 
proconsul of Syria, and actually made a census, as Josephus relates. Luke also refers to this 
latter census (Acts v. 37), and speaks of Judas the Galilean, who rebelled on this occasion, as 
Josephus informs us. Now it cannot be true, that Jesus was born at so late a period .as 
the time of this census, under Quirinus, for—not to mention the chronological difficulties 
this hypothesis would create in the latter years of Jesus—this census could not have 
extended to Galilee, the residence of Joseph and Mary, for that state was governed by 
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Herod Antipas, in the capacity of Allied Prince, and accordingly was not a province; 
therefore Joseph would not be summoned to Judea when the census of that province was 
taken. Still further, it is not probable the Bomans would assemble the citizens 
to°ether by families in the birth-place of the founder of the family,> enrol them.

*One evangelist makes Joseph live at Bethlehem, the other at Nazareth. Now the 
design of the author, in placing the birth of Jesus at Bethlehem, is obvious. He wished 
the prophecy in Micah (v. 2,) to be fulfilled in Jesus, for the Jews applied it to the 
Messiah. The author, setting out from the opinion that Joseph and Mary, dwelt at 
Nazareth, sought for some natural errand to bring them to Bethlehem. He found a suit
able occasion in the well-known census ot Quirinus: but not understanding accurately 
the circumstances of the time and place, he has brought hopeless confusion into the nar
rative, if it is taken for genuine history. We have, therefore, no reason, concludes Mr 
Strauss, for believing Jesus was born at Bethlehem, for the story is a myth.

Other circumstances in this narrative present difficulties. What purpose, asks Mr 
Strauss, is served by the angels, who appear at the birth of Jesus? It could not be to 
publish the fact; nor to reward the believing shepherds, who, like Simeon, were waiting 
for the consolation; nor yet to glorify the unconscious infant. They seem sent to the 
shepherds, because they were supposed to be more simple and religious than the. artificial 
Pharisees. Similar objections may be made to the story of the magi, who, it is pre
supposed, knew beforehand, as astrologers, that a king of the Jews was to be.born. A 
miraculous star guides them ; but a star does not change its position relatively to earthly 
places, and a meteor does not appear so long as this guide seems to have done. The con
duct of Herod is not consistent with his shrewdness, for he sends no officer with the magi 
to seize the new-born Messiah. The story of the massacre of the innocents at Bethlehem 
is not mentioned by any ancient author, except Macrobius, a writer of the fourth cen
tury, and he confounds it with Herod’s murder of his son Antipater. The Rabbins, who 
never spare this tyrant, do not mention it. True, it was but a drop in Herod’s sea of 
guilt, but it is so peculiarly horrible and revolting, that they would not pass over it. 
In this short passage there are four miraculous dreams and a miraculous star, not to men
tion the misinterpretation of the Old Testament. (Matt. ii. 23.)

But the whole story is mythical, and is derived from ideas and opinions commonly held 
at the time. The ancients believed a heavenly body sometimes appeared on great occa
sions ; for example, a comet, at the birth of Mithridates, and at the death of Julius Caesar. 
The Rabbins assert, a star appeared at the birth of Abraham. It was their opinion that 
a star would appear in the east, and remain visible for a long time, at the period of the 
Messiah’s birth. Balaam also had predicted that a star should come out of Jacob. In 
ancient times, it was supposed stars guided men; for example, JEneas, Thrasybulus, and 
Timoleon : and the Jews fancied that a star conducted Abraham to Mount Moriah. Isaiah 
had foretold, that in the days of the Messiah men should come from distant lands to 
worship, bringing gold and incense. Again, many great characters of antiquity had 
escaped from imminent peril—for example, Cyrus, Romulus, Augustus, and Moses—in 
early life. Abraham, Jacob, and Moses, had saved their lives at a later age, by flight. 
AU these ideas and reminiscences, therefore, appear in the two narratives, which are dif
ferent variations of the same theme, though they.have no direct influence, one upon the other.

Matthew passes in silence over the entire period, from the return from Egypt to the 
baptism of Jesus, and Luke mentions but a single circumstance of his early life, namely, 
his conversation, when twelve years old, with the doctors. But this event cannot be 
historical; for it is not probable he would, at that age, be admitted to a seat in the council 
of the Rabbis. His reply to his parents would not have been misunderstood, if the pre
vious events had taken place as they are related. The whole story, Mr Strauss contends, 
is a myth, conceived to suit the opinion, that great men are remarkable in their child
hood. Thus, in the Old Testament, Samuel is consecrated in his childhood; the later 
traditions, which Philo and Josephus follow, ascribe wonderful things to Moses at an 
early age, though the Bible knows nothing of them. Tradition says, that Samuel pro
phesied from his twelfth year, and that Solomon and Daniel uttered wise oracles at the 
same age; 1 Kings, iii. 23, seq.; Susannah, vs. 45, seq.

The next chapter treats of the public ministry of Jesus. We pass over the chronological 
difficulties relating to the ministry of John the Baptist, which have been carefully collected 
by Mr Strauss, and come to his connection with Jesus. The baptism of John seems 
based chiefly on some figurative expressions of the Old Testament, according to which 
God would wash away the sins of his unregenerate people, before the Messiah came. 
These passages could easily be combined so as to make it appear that baptism, as the 
symbol of repentance, must precede the Messiah’s coming.
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Luke informs us that John was a kinsman of Jesus, and that their respective mothers 

were acquainted with the sublime destiny of their children, even before the latter were 
born. Matthew knows nothing of this, but ascribes to John, at the baptism of Jesus, 
expressions which imply a previous acquaintance with him; for otherwise he would not 
refuse to baptize Jesus, on the ground of his own unworthiness to baptize a being so far 
above him. These two Gospels, then, agree in presupposing the acquaintance of John 
and Jesus. But the fourth Gospel makes John distinctly deny the fact (i. 31—33.) The 
appearance of the sign first assures him of the appearance of Jesus.

All the Gospels agree that John calls himself a forerunner of the Messiah, and that he 
was convinced Jesus was that Messiah. But Matthew and Luke relate, that after his 
imprisonment John sent two of his disciples to James, to ascertain the fact. Now if he 
was convinced by the sign at the baptism, he ought still more to have been convinced by 
the miracles of Jesus, that he was the Messiah. He could not have sent his disciples to 
Jesus, in order to strengthen tAew- faith, for he did not know Jesus would work wonders 
in their presence, nor would he compromise his own assertion, that Jesus was the Messiah; 
and yet if he himself believed it, he would not urge his superior to declare himself imme
diately, but would leave him to decide for himself.

The fourth Gospel contains the most definite expressions respecting the Messiahship of 
Jesus, and puts them in John’s mouth. But did the Baptist consider him an expiatory 
sufferer? Did he ascribe to him an antemundane, celestial existence, as the Evangelist 
has done? We find no proofs of it, except in this fourth Gospel. Now it is not probable 
the Baptist had this conception of the office and nature of Jesus; nor is it probable that 
he made the reply to his disciples which this Evangelist ascribes to him (iii. 27—36,) 
where he confesses that he (John) is From beneath, but Jesus, From above, the one sent 
by God, the son of God, speaking God’s words, and born of God. He must increase, and 
I decrease. It is probable that the Evangelist put these words into John’s mouth, but 
not that the Baptist ever uttered them; for if he had so deep an insight into the nature 
of the kingdom of God, and the character and office of the Messiah, and believed Jesus to 
be that Messiah, the latter would never have said that men so rude in their conceptions^ 
as the humblest of his disciples, were superior to John the Baptist; for Peter, the very 
greatest of these disciples, never attained the lofty conception that Jesus was the son of 
God, the “ Lamb, who taketh away the sin of the world.” Besides, the character of John 
renders it incredible he would place himself at the feet of Jesus, the very opposite of him
self in all respects. This man of the desert, rough and austere, could not become a 
pattern of the profoundest Christian resignation. A man on a humbler stand-point (like 
that of John) cannot comprehend the man on a superior stand-point (like that of Jesus). 
If this, which is related of John, were true, “ It would be the only instance on record of 
a man belonging to the history of the whole world, voluntarily, and in such good humour, 
giving up the reins of the affairs lie had so long directed, to a man who succeeded him, 
only to cast him into the shade, and render his mission unnecessary.” The fourth Gospel, 
then, would make the Baptist unlike the Baptist of the Synoptics and Josephus. The 
statement in John i. 29—35, is derived in part from fancy, and partly from an embellish
ment of the narrative in the Synoptics. . .

Now the origin of the narratives relating to the Baptist, Mr Strauss contends, is very 
easily explained. Paul related the historical fact, that John spoke in the name of one to 
come, and added, Jesus was that one. Afterwards, men spoke as if John had a personal 
acquaintance with Jesus. This view, though not supported by facts, pleased the early 
Christians, who were glad to have the Baptist’s authority on their side. But there seems 
no reason for believing there ever was such a recognition of Jesus on the part of John ; 
nor is it probable that, while in prison on the charge of sedition (as Josephus says), he 
would be permitted to hold free intercourse with his disciples. The. historical facts are, 
perhaps, the following ; Jesus was baptized by John; perhaps continued for some time 
one of his followers; was entrusted by John with the idea of the approaching Messiah. 
After John was cast into prison, he continued to preach the doctrines of his master in a 
modified form, and afterwards, when he rose far above John, never ceased, to feel and 
express a deep reverence for him. Now we can trace the gradual formation of these 
stories. John spoke indefinitely of the coming Messiah; tradition added, that he pro
claimed Jesus as that Messiah. It was thought the rumour of the works of Jesus might 
have led him to this conclusion, and, therefore, Matthew’s story of the mission of two 
disciples from the prison was formed. But since Jesus had been a disciple of John, it was 
necessary the relation should be changed, and this purpose is served by Luke s stories of 
events before his birth, which prove Jesus is the superior. But these accounts were not 
sufficiently definite, and, therefore, the fourth Gospel leaves no doubt in John s mind that 



Jesus was the Messiah, but makes him give the strongest assurance of this, the first time 
he sees him, and ascribes to him the most distinct expressions touching his eternal nature, 
divinity, and character, as a suffering and atoning Messiah. Now the accounts of John’s 
imprisonment and execution are easily reconciled with one another, and with Josephus ; 
and hence we see that his life, as pourtrayed in the Gospels, is surrounded by mythical 
shadows only on the side turned towards Jesus, while on the other the historical features 
are clearly seen.

The miraculous events at the baptism of Jesus, Mr Strauss maintains, also present diffi
culties. The Synoptics mention both the dove and the voice; the fourth Gospel says 
nothing of the voice, and does not say—though, perhaps, it implies —that the spirit 
descended on him at the baptism. The lost gospels of Justin and the Ebionites connected 
with this a celestial light, or fire burning in the Jordan. According to the fourth Gospel, 
John was the only witness of the spirit descending upon Jesus like a dove; but Luke 
would make it appear there were many spectators. Taking all the accounts, there must 
have been some objective phenomena visible and audible. But here the cultivated man 
finds difficulties and objections. Must the heavens open for the divine spirit to pass 
through ? Is it consistent with just notions of the infinite spirit, to suppose it must 
move like a finite being from place to place, and can incorporate itself in the form of a 
dove ? Does God speak with a human voice ? The various theories, naturalistic and 
supernaturalistic, fail of removing these difficulties. It cannot have been an aggregation 
of natural events, nor a subjective vision of John, Jesus, or the multitude.

In some of the old gospels now lost, the words, “ Thou art my beloved son,” &c., were fol
lowed by these, “ This day have I begotten thee.” Clement of Alexandria and Augustine 
seem to have found them in their copies, and some manuscripts of Luke still contain the 
words. These words (from Psalm ii. 7) were supposed by Jewish and Christian inter
preters to relate to the Messiah, in their original application. Now to make them more 
effective, and their application to Jesus as the Messiah the more certain, this, story 
naturally grgw up, that a celestial voice applied them to Jesus. It was perfectly in the 
spirit of Judaism, and primitive Christianity, to believe such voices were addressed to 
men. Some of the Rabbis, it is said, received them not rarely. Still farther, Joel and 
Isaiah had predicted the outpouring of the divine spirit in the days of the Messiah, This 
spirit he also was to receive. If Jesus were the Messiah, he must receive this spirit; and 
the occasion of his baptism afforded a very favourable opportunity. But how should it be 
known that it came upon him ? It must descend in a visible form. The dove is a sacred 
bird in Syria, and, perhaps, in Judea. The Jews supposed the spirit of God “ moved on 
the face of the deep ” in this form. The dove, therefore, was a proper symbol and 
representative of the divine spirit. These features were all successively united in a 
mythus, which gradually grew up. There is, then, no reason for doubting that Jesus was 
baptized by John; but the other circumstances are mythical, and have been added at a 
later date. Here Mr Strauss is false to his principles, and separates the fact from the 
drapery which surrounds the fact.

But the whole story of the descent of the spirit on Jesus, continues the author, seems 
at variance with the previous account of his conception by that spirit. If the divine 
spirit was the proper parent of Jesus, why should that spirit descend and abide upon him ? 
It could not thereby produce a more intimate union between them. We must suppose 
this story originated in a community which did not believe the supernatural conception 
of Jesus ; and in fact we find that Christians, who did not admit the supernatural con
ception, believed the divine spirit was first imparted to Jesus at his baptism, and the 
Orthodox fathers persecuted the old Ebionites for nothing more rigorously than for main
taining that the holy spirit, or the celestial spirit, first united himself with the man Jesus 
at his baptism. According to Justin, it was the Jewish notion, that a higher power 
would be first imparted to the Messiah, when he was anointed by Elias. This seems to 
have been the primitive belief; but afterwards, when reverence for Jesus rose higher, a 
myth grew up to prove that his Messiahship, and divine son-ship, did not commence with 
his baptism, but with his conception; and then the words, “ This day have I begotten thee” 
were left out, because they could not be reconciled with the Orthodox view.

The story of the Temptation also, Mr Strauss contends, has its difficulties. John does 
not mention it, but makes Jesus appear in Galilee three days after his baptism, while the 
Synoptics say he went immediately after this event into the wilderness, and fasted forty 
days. The Synoptics also differ slightly among themselves. There are other difficulties. 
Why did the Divine Spirit subject Jesus to this temptation by a visible Satan ? Not to 
ascertain what manner of spirit he was of; nor to try him, for his subsequent trials were 
sufficient. Again, a man could not abstain from food for forty days. Therefore some say, 
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this is only a round number, and the fasting was not total abstinence from food ; but this 
theory does not agree with the text. Still further, wherein consists the utility of this 
fast ? But the personal devil is the chief stone of stumbling. His visible appearance has 
its difficulties. How could the devil hope to seduce Jesus, knowing his superior nature? 
and if ignorant of this, he would not have taken the pains to appear visibly before him. 
The second temptation could offer no attraction to Jesus, and therefore is not consistent 
with the alleged character of the devil. How could he transfer Jesus from place to place? 
Their appearance on the pinnacle of the temple would create a sensation. Where is the 
mountain whence he could show Jesus all the kingdoms of the world ? To say the world 
is Palestine, with its four provinces, is no less absurd than to maintain with Fritzche, 
that the devil showed Christ all the countries on the map of the world. Attempts have 
been made to explain this story as an account of what passed in the mind of Jesus, either 
in an ecstatic vision, occasioned directly by God, or the devil, or by his own natural 
thoughts, arising in a dreamy state, when he spontaneously transformed the thoughts 
into persons speaking and acting. But why should the Deity, or how could the devil 
effect this ? To suppose it was the result of his own natural thoughts, implies that Jewish 
notions of the Messiah had a strong influence on him even after his baptism. The merely 
natural view is absurd. Some call it a parable, designed to show that no miracle is to be 
wrought for the man’s self; hope of extraordinary divine aid should not lead to rash 
undertakings; and an alliance with the wicked must never be made even to obtain 
the greatest good. But if this is so, why does it not wear the form of a parable? It is 
easy to explain it as a myth. The Messiah was regarded as the concentration of all that 
is good ; and the devil, of all evil. He opposes Jesus, but can at farthest only produce 
momentary bad thoughts, not bad resolutions. Many passages in Jewish writings indi
cate a common belief, that the Messiah would be tempted by the devil, as they say 
Abraham had been before. If Jesus was the Messiah he must encounter this temptation, 
which, like that of Hercules, was very suitably placed just at his entrance upon active 
life. The scene of the temptation is well chosen, for the wilderness was not only the 
dwelling-place of Azazel (Levit. xvi. 9, 10), Asmodeus (Tobit, viii. 3), and the expelled 
demons; but it was the place where the whole nation, the collective son of God, was tempted 
forty years; and there is a strong analogy between their temptations and that of Jesus. 
The story was gradually formed out of these Jewish notions, without the slightest inten
tion to deceive.

There is a striking discrepancy, Mr Strauss affirms, between the Synoptics and John in 
respect to many parts of Christ’s ministry. The former represent him to have spent the 
greater part of his life in Galilee; while the latter places him in Jerusalem and Judea. 
From them we should suppose he spent all his life in Galilee and the Peraea, before his 
last visit to Jerusalem, while John relates four previous journeys to that place, and a 
visit to Bethany. If John is in the right, the Synoptics were ignorant of an essential 
part of Christ’s ministry; but if the latter are in the right, then he has invented a great 
part of the history, or at least transferred it to a wrong place.

We pass over the chronological and many other difficulties. The Synoptics and John 
disagree in respect to the assumption of the office and title of the Messiah. According to 
John, Jesus confessed early that he was the Messiah, and the disciples remained faithful 
to the conviction, that he spoke the truth (i. 42, 46, 50), To follow the Synoptics, he 
did not take this title until a late period of his life; he supposes a special revelation had 
annnounced the fact to Peter (Matthew xvi. 17), and charges the apostle to tell no man of 
it. Two views may be taken of the case. Jesus was a follower of John the Baptist, and 
after his teacher was cast into prison he preached repentance, and the approach of the 
Messiah, and concluded that he was himself that Messiah. This view would account for 
the fact, that he was disturbed when called by this name, and therefore forbid his dis
ciples to speak of him in that relation. But since these prohibitions are doubtful, and if 
real, they may be accounted for, without supposing Jesus was not thoroughly convinced 
of bis Messiahship, for it cannot be supposed that he, who made such a revolution in the 
world as no other man has ever done, ever faltered in the midst of his course, in his con
viction that he was the Messiah. Since, then, he must have had a clear consciousness of 
his calling, we conclude that he was convinced of his Messiahship, from the time of his 
first appearance in that relation, but was somewhat reserved in expressions of this con
viction, because he preferred his disciples should gradually learn the truth from the silent 
testimony of his life and works.

The Synoptics, says Mr Strauss, never speak of the pre-existence of Jesus, while John 
often mentions it. Now, the pre-existence of the Messiah was an article of faith with the 
Jews, soon after Christ, and it is probable they believed it before his time. But it must 
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remain doubtful whether Jesus entertained this idea, or whether John has ascribed it to 
him without any authority.

Mr Strauss considers the story of the woman of Samaria an unhistorical myth. . The 
whole scene has a legendary and poetic colouring. The position at the well is the “idyllic 
locality of the old Hebrew stories.” The scene is the same as in the stories of Eliezer, 
Jacob, and Moses, all of whom meet women at a well. In this case, the woman, weak 
and good-humoured, who had had five husbands, but then had none, is a symbol of the 
Samaritan people, who had forsaken Jehovah, &c., &c. This.story, then, is only a poetic 
account of the ministry of Jesus among the Samaritans, which itself is not a matter of 
history, but is only “ a legendary prelude of the extension of Christianity” among that 
people after Christ’s death.

But we must press on with more rapid wheels. The calling of the apostles presents 
numerous difficulties, for there are great discrepancies between the accounts of John and 
the Synoptics. It is not probable Jesus understood the character of men at first glance 
of their persons (John i. 46, seq., though the Jews expected the Messiah, odorando judicare, 
as Schottgen has it); nor is it probable the disciples would immediately forsake all and 
follow him. These stories are mythical, and evident imitations of the legendary history 
of Elijah and his followers. As Elisha left his oxen and ran after Elijah (1 Kings xix. 
19, seq.), so the disciples presently left their nets and followed Jesus. Elisha received 
permission to go and take leave of his parents, but now the call of the Messiah is so 
urgent, that he rejects a young man who made the same request (Luke ix. 60, seq.), and 
will not suffer a convert even to go and bury his father. The historical fact may be, that 
some of his disciples were fishermen, but they must have come gradually into their con 
nection with Jesus.

John does not mention that the twelve disciples were sent on a mission ; and the 
Synoptics relate nothing of their baptizing converts during their teacher’s life. It is pro
bable Jesus had a body of twelve disciples; but Luke’s statement, that he had also a 
larger circle of seventy disciples, is not confirmed by any other evangelist, by the book of 
Acts, nor by any Epistle. It is evidently formed in imitation of the story of seventy 
elders in the Pentateuch. The accounts of Peter’s fishing expeditions, and Christ’s mira
culous draught of fishes, like that of Pythagoras, are self-contradictory, and all mythical.

There is a great difference between Christ’s discourses in John, and the Synoptics ; they 
have but few expressions in common; even their internal character is entirely different. 
.The latter differ among themselves in this respect: Matthew gives large masses of dis
course, Luke short discourses on different occasions, and Mark offers but a meagre report 
of his sayings. Matthew’s report of the sermon on the mount differs very widely from 
that of Luke ; many of the expressions in Matthew’s report are obviously misplaced ; for 
example, Jesus could not, at the commencement of his ministry, have declared that he 
came to fulfil the law and the prophets, for he had not declared himself the Messiah, of 
whom alone this was expected. By comparing all the accounts together, we see, says 
Mr Strauss, that “ the granulary discourses of Jesus have not been dissolved and lost in 
the stream of oral tradition, but they have, not rarely, been loosened from their natural 
connection, washed away from their original position, and like bowlders rolled to places 
where they do not properly belong. By this comparison, we find that Matthew has not 
always restored the fragments to their original connection; but yet, like a skilful col
lector, for the most part, has made an intelligible arrangement, joining like with like ; 
while in the other two Gospels, some small pieces are suffered to lie, where chance has 
thrown them, in the chasms between large masses of discourse, and Luke has sometimes 
given himself the pains to arrange them artificially, but has not been able to restore the 
natural connection.”—Vol. I. p. 63.

We pass over the alleged instructions of the twelve, and the parables, where the only 
difficulty lies in the discrepancy of the several narratives. Mr Strauss thinks the contro
versial discourses of Jesus are genuine, because they correspond so closely to the spirit 
and tone of rabbinical explanations of Scripture at that time. The discourses which John 
ascribes to Jesus present greater difficulties. Let us take the conversation with Nico
demus. He is not mentioned by the other evangelists. It is difficult to believe that, if 
John’s account is true, so distinguished a follower of Jesus as Nicodemus would be omitted 
by Matthew, an immediate disciple of Christ,—to follow the tradition. Still more difficult 

• is it to believe he would be forgotten by the oral tradition, which was the source of the 
Synoptical Gospels, which remember Joseph of Arimathea, and the two pious Marys. 
This difficulty is so great, that we are tempted to ask if it is not more natural that John 
has followed a traditional legend, and that there never was such a man as Nicodemus ? 
The Synoptics relate that the mysteries of the Messiah were understood by babes and 
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sucklings, but were concealed from the wise and prudent. They mention Joseph of 
Arimathea as the only disciple from “ the better sort” of people. John says the Pharisees 
attempted to “put Jesus down,” by saying, none of the rulers or Pharisees, but only the 
ignorant and infamous populace, believed on him. Celsus subsequently made this objection, 
which was, no doubt, often brought in the early times of Christianity. So long as only 
the poor and unlearned embraced this religion, they comforted themselves by Christ’s 
blessings pronounced upon the poor and simple; but when men of “ character and 
standing” became Christians, they wished to find others of their own class among the 
direct disciples of Jesus. Not finding any such, they could say, “they were his secret 
followers, who came to him by night, for fear of the Jews ” (John xiii. 42, seq.; xix. 
39). Joseph of Arimathea was one of this class ; but more than one such was needed. 
Therefore this story was formed to remove the difficulty. The Greek name of Nicodemus 
clearly indicates his connection with “higher classes ” of society in Judea. He is men
tioned only in John’s Gospel, because this is the most modern, and was composed in a 
community where the above objection was most keenly felt.

But this is only a conjecture ; and even if it is well-grounded, it should excite no pre
judice against the conversation itself. This may, in all its essential features, be a genuine 
discourse Jesus held with one of the common people. It is incredible that a Jewish 
teacher should not have understood the new birth: but it was for the interest of the story 
to show how far Jesus rose above other Jewish teachers. They were but fools compared 
to the Great Teacher. Nicodemus applies to earthly things what Jesus asserts of hea
venly things. It is not probable that Jesus really spoke in the manner John relates, for 
this manner differs from that of the Synoptics. There he dwells on particular points, 
“ with genuine pedagogical assiduity,” until he has completely explained them, and then 
passes on, step by step, to other instructions, as a true teacher must do. But in the 
fourth Gospel, he speaks in a desultory and exaggerated manner, which can be explained 
only by supposing it was the narrator’s design to set the teacher’s wisdom and the pupil’s 
ignorance in the most striking contrast.

John makes Jesus speak very differently from the Synoptics; for example, in Matthew, 
Jesus defends his violation of the Sabbath by three practical arguments, the example of 
David eating the holy bread, of the priests sacrificing on the Sabbath, and of a man saving 
the life of a beast on that day. But in John he uses the metaphysical argument, drawn 
from the uninterrupted activity of God : “My Bather worketh hitherto.” Besides, there 
is the closest analogy between the language of Jesus in the fourth Gospel and that of 
John’s first Epistle, and those passages of the Gospel in which either this Evangelist 
himself, or John the Baptist, speaks; and since this language differs from that of the 
other Gospels, we must conclude the words belong to John, and not to Jesus. Perhaps 
he invents suitable occasions (as Plato has done), and writes down his own reflections in 
the form of his master’s discourses. His frequent repetition of the same thought, or form 
of expression, is quite striking. We must conclude that this Evangelist treated the 
authentic tradition in the freest manner, and in the tone and spirit of the Alexandrians, 
or Hellenists.

We pass over a long statement of discrepancies between the several Gospels, and other 
matters, of greater or lesser importance, which Mr Strauss has treated with his usual free
dom, learning, and dialectical clearness of vision. His explanation of the several stories 
of the sinful women, who anointed the feet of Jesus, is quite ingenious, to say nothing 
more. He supposes that they all grew out of one simple story. “ We have, then, a group 
of five histories, the centre of which is the narrative of a woman anointing Jesus (Matt, 
xxvi. 6, seq.; Mark xiv. 3, seq.); John’s account of a sinful woman (viii. 1, seq.), and 
Luke’s of Mary and Martha (x. 38, seq.), occupy the extreme right and left; while Luke’s 
picture of his anointing by a sinful woman (vii. 36, seq.), and John’s by Mary (xii. 1, 
seq.), complete the piece. All may be but different delineations of the same event.”

We come next to the miracles of Jesus. Miracles of various kinds were commonly 
expected of the Messiah, who was to surpass all the former prophets and deliverers. Now 
Moses had furnished food and water in a miraculous manner ; Elisha had opened the blind 
eyes, healed the sick, and raised the dead. The prophets had predicted nearly the same 
things in general, and some of them in special, of the Messiah (Isaiah, xxxv. 5; xlii. 7), 
and according to the Gospels Jesus did more than realise these expectations. The fact, 
that men demanded “a sign” from him proves nothing against his miracles, for these 
demands seem to have been made after a display of miraculous power. He censures the 
love of miracles ; but this does not prove he would never perform one on a suitable occa
sion. But when he says no sign shall be given unto that generation, &c., Mr Strauss 
concludes he refuses to perform any miracles whatever before any of his contemporaries. This 
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statement is quite inconsistent with the miraculous narratives in the Gospels, but it agrees 
perfectly well with the preaching and letters of the Apostles ; for there (excepting a 
general statement in Acts ii. 22, and x. 38), the miracles are passed over in silence, and 
all rests on his resurrection; and this would not be so unexpected, nor would it make an 
epoch in the world, if Jesus had previously raised more than one from the dead, and 
wrought miracles of all sorts. Here, then, the question is, whether we are to explain 
away the Gospel accounts of miracles, for the sake of the above refusal of Jesus to per
form them ; or doubt the genuineness and authenticity of this refusal; or in consideration 
of that refusal, and the silence of the apostolical writings, to mistrust the numerous.mira
cles of the Gospels. The author devotes above two hundred and fifty pages to miracles 
in general and particular. We shall only notice some of his most striking remarks.

It was a common opinion of the Jews, that certain diseases were caused by demons; Jesus 
himself seems to have shared this opinion. The belief, of course, is not well founded. Some of 
the accounts in which Jesus is said to expel these demons are self-contradictory; for example, 
it cannot be true that there were two Gadarene madmen, so fierce as they are represented, 
who yet lived together. They would destroy one another. Mark and Luke, with greater 
probability, mention but one demoniac in this place. These several accounts, which con
flict with one another, present numerous difficulties. The demoniac knows Jesus is the 
Messiah; in Matthew, he calls out, “ Hast thou come to torment, me ?” &c.; in Luke, he 
falls down and worships Jesus, and in Mark, he knows him at a distance, runs to him, and 
does homage. Here is a regular climax in the Christian tradition. But the greatest diffi
culty consists in the demon entering the swine; for as Olshausen has said, the Gadarene 
swine in the New Testament, like Balaam’s ass in the Old, are a stone of stumbling and 
a rock of offence. If we trust the account, the demon, at his own request, was transferred 
from the body of the man to the swine, and possessed the latter as he had done the former. 
Then the possessed animals rushed into the sea and were drowned. Here the conduct of 
the demon is inexplicable; he entreated not to be cast out into the deep, but casts him
self into it. The character of Jesus is impaired by this story; for he must have known 
the result of suffering the demons to enter this large herd of two thousand swine, and the 
consequent loss their owners would sustain. He, therefore, is thus made “ accessory before 
the fact,” and the naturalistic and supernaturalistic theories can give no satisfactory explana
tion of the difficulties. But considered as a mythical story, which grew naturally out of 
the common opinions of the people, it is easily explained. It was commonly supposed 
that demons must possess some body, and that they preferred impure places; therefore 
the unclean bodies of the swine were the most suitable recipients of the demons, when 
driven from the man. Josephus mentions a conjuror, who, to convince spectators that 
he really expelled demons, ordered them to overturn a vessel of water, set near the pos
sessed man, as they came out of him, which they did to the satisfaction of all present. 
Jesus meant to give a similar proof, and to render the proof doubly strong, the test is not 
an inanimate body, placed near at hand, but a whole herd of swine, “ a. good way off,” 
which the demons force to rush upon certain destruction, contrary to the instinct of self
preservation natural to all animals. This, then, was a proof of the expulsion of the 
demons, and of their perfect subjection to Jesus. Besides, to magnify the powers of 
Christ, he must not only cure simple, but difficult eases. Accordingly, that is represented 
as a desperate case; the man was fierce and malignant; he dwelt naked in the tombs, and 
broke asunder all chains that could be forced upon him ; and not only this, but he was 
possessed by a whole legion of devils, thus presenting a case of the greatest possible diffi
culty. Matthew gives us the most simple form of the legend, thus constructed; Luke 
renders it more artificial; and Mark adds still farther embellishments to it.

John mentions nothing concerning the demoniacs or their cure. Yet he must have shared 
the common Jewish notions on this point, and especially if they were the views of J esus. It 
cannot be said, he omitted these cases, which form a great part of Christ’s miracles in the 
Synoptics, because it was unnecessary to repeat what they had recorded, for he more than 
once allows himself such repetitions; nor can it be true, that he accommodated himself to 
the delicate ears of his Greek converts, to whom demoniacal possessions would be offen
sive. It seems, therefore, that the fourth Gospel was written not by John, but by some 
one who drew from the Christian tradition as received by the more refined Hellenists.

Another case of expelling a demon is evidently an imitation and improvement of a 
similar case in the Old Testament. The disciples had failed in their attempt; but Jesus 
cures him at a word. So Elisha restores a dead child after Gehazi, his servant, had tried 
in vain (2 Kings, iv. 29, seq.). Moses and Elisha had cured the leprosy; the Messiah 
must do the same. He also must literally fulfil figurative predictions of the prophets, 
and give sight to the blind; John enlarges upon the statements of the Synoptics, and 
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makes him cure a man born blind. They relate that he cured paralytics, and increased 
bread, and restored a dead person; but John enlarges these wonders, and, according to 
him, Jesus cures a man who had been diseased for thirty-eight years, changes water into wine, 
and recals to life a man four days after his death, when the body was on the verge of disso- 
lution.

Mr Strauss supposes the accounts of Jesus involuntarily curing such as touched him,— 
as it were by a species of magnetic influence,—and even persons at a distance, whom he 
had never seen, are mythical stories, which have grown out of the popular reverence for 
Jesus. He places them on a level with similar stories in the Acts, of miraculous cures 
wrought by Peter’s shadow, and Paul’s handkerchiefs andaprons (Acts v. 15 ; xix. 11, 12). 
“It is not difficult to see what causes have produced this branch of the Gospel legends of 
miracles, in distinction from the others. The weak faith of the people, unable to grasp 
the divine spirit with the thoughts, strives to bring it down more and more to the level of 
materal existence. Therefore, according to the later opinion, the reliques and bones of a 
saint must work miracles after his death; Christ’s body must be actually present in the 
transubstantiated bread and wine; and for the same reason, according to the earlier opinion, 
the sanatory power of the New Testament-men adhered to their bodies, and even their 
garments. The less men understand and adhere to the words of Jesus, the more anxious 
will they be to seize upon his mantle; and the farther one is removed from sharing Paul’s 
unconfined spiritual power, the more confidently will he carry home Paul’s gift of healing 
in his pocket-handkerchief.”

Mr Strauss examines the several accounts where Jesus is said to raise the dead, and 
finds a climax in the three instances mentioned: first, he restores a girl, on the bed where 
she had died ; next, a young man in his cofin, before burial; and finally, Lazarus, who had 
been dead four days, and was in the tomb. He enumerates all the difficulties that beset a 
literal or mystical, natural or supernatural, interpretation of the passages, and concludes 
that all the stories grew out of popular notions of the Messiah, or are copied from the 
similar stories of Elisha’s wonderful works (1 Kings xvii. 7 ; 2 Kings iv. 18), or from the 
predictions of the prophets.

He collects and dwells upon the difficulties of the alleged transfiguration of Jesus. 
What was the use of this scene? Not to glorify Jesus, for his physical glorification is 
unnecessary and childish. Why or how could Moses and Elijah appear to him, and for 
what purposes ? Not to inform Jesus of his death—he had himself fortold it; not to 
strengthen him for future troubles, for it did not effect this object—and we not know that 
he needed aid at that time; not to confirm his disciples, for only three were present, and 
they were asleep, and were not permitted to relate the events until after the resurrection. 
Does God speak in an audible voice, and quote from the Old Testament ? The theories 
of interpreters of the various schools are in part absurd, and all inadequate to remove the 
difficulties. But the whole story has growm out of the Messianic expectations of the Jews, 
and an imitation of scenes in the Old Testament. The Jews expected the Messiah would 
appear with a face far more resplendent than that of Moses—“ a mere manhis splendour 
would extend “ from one hinge of the world to the other,” was the poetic expression. 
Moses had been glorified on a mountain; God had appeared to him in a cloud. The same 
scene is repeated, and Jesus is glorified on a mountain, in presence of the two re
presentatives of the Jewish system, who were expected to appear. Moses and Elijah, the 
founders of the theocratical law, and of theocratical prophecy, appear as the supporters 
of the Messiah, who fulfils the law and the prophets, and completes the kingdom of God. 
God appears in the clouds ; and acknowledges him as his son, by a quotation from the 
Law, the Psalms, and the Prophets. (Ps. ii. 7; Isa. xlii. 1; and Deut. xviii. 15).
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