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It is always satisfying to say “I told you so,” even if what I told you seems so obvious 

as hardly needing to be said!  At the time, however, it was not so.  My original article 

on authenticity criteria1 began life as a response to what appeared to me to be the 

naïve assumptions being made in a Seminar led by Norman Perrin at a meeting of 

SNTS, and my criticisms were dismissed or ignored by scholars who were wedded to 

the use of such criteria.  It soon became clear, however, that others were feeling 

equally uneasy about the methods being used.  My own protest coincided, for 

example, with very similar criticisms from Robin Barbour.2   

It is not difficult to understand why our pleas fell on deaf ears.  To many, they 

appeared unduly pessimistic, since the various criteria seemed to offer a way forward 

in a field where progress had previously proved impossible.   Searching for the “real 

historical Jesus” in the 1960’s and 1970’s appeared as hazardous as trying to make 

one’s way across a bog, jumping from one tuft of grass to another, while in constant 

danger of sinking.  Käsemann’s famous suggestion that we might be able to find 

“more or less safe ground under our feet”3 was enormously attractive, since the appeal 

to a system of “criteria” seemed to present scholars with a scientific method – a way 

of establishing “assured results,” and so of building a causeway across the bog to 

one’s goal.  The ruthless exclusion of everything that might be “inauthentic,” and the 

cautious construction of a new picture of Jesus based on adding that which “cohered” 
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with the “genuine” fragments must surely, it was argued, produce a scientific result.  

For many, the pursuit of this goal was fuelled not only by the desire to discover the 

truth about Jesus, but by the determination to prove that those engaged in it were not 

influenced in their decisions by religious belief, but were motivated by the same 

scholarly impartiality shown by those working in other disciplines.  

 Now the analogy with science may not be entirely misplaced, since science 

proceeds on the basis that one forms an hypothesis and then tests it.  But whereas in 

the scientific world it is normally possible to continue testing an hypothesis ad 

infinitum – so producing what appear to be “facts” – the material in the Gospels is 

limited.  The result was that hypotheses were assumed to be correct, and formed the 

basis for yet more hypotheses.  Even in science, however, it is always dangerous to 

conclude that an hypothesis has been proved.  I remember being taught at school that, 

according to the atomic theory, an atom was “the smallest indivisible particle of 

matter.”  Whether it was my own fault or that of my science teacher I am not sure, but 

for a long time I somehow remained blissfully unaware of the many discoveries that 

had been made in the previous 50 years or so, and failed to realize that atomic bombs 

were conclusive proof that the atom was not, after all, indivisible!  Scientists and 

Gospel critics alike must recognize that they work with hypotheses that may prove 

inadequate or even wrong.  

 Another reason why scholars have continued to appeal to the criteria is that it 

has been difficult to think of other ways forward.  Searching for a “tool” – to repeat 

my original analogy – nothing else suitable came to hand.  I myself concluded that 

scholars who were searching for the “authentic” material must continue to use them – 

though with great caution!4  In practice, I preferred not to make the attempt.  
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Contributors to this volume are divided between those who think that these “tools” 

still have a modest role, and those who are determined that they must be put aside 

altogether.  Perhaps, however, the time has come to abandon the whole enterprise of 

trying to discover the “real historical Jesus.”   

 The great temptation is to analyse the material in detail – a temptation that is 

encouraged by the need to find suitable topics for PhD dissertations!  To make a 

contribution to scholarship, it seems, one has to subject a particular pericope or 

pericopes to close analysis.  The more we do this, however, the more distorted the 

resulting picture will be.  Imagine an old fresco where the restorers have managed to 

pick out some of the original features and to highlight them, leaving the rest of the 

picture in limbo.  The result is far from satisfactory: the few clear details merely make 

the remaining blank spaces more puzzling.  That is the kind of result to which the 

discredited criteria of “double dissimilarity” and “coherence” logically lead.  But 

what we have in the case of Jesus is in fact a much fuller picture – indeed, several 

versions of that picture – though with many details confused or contradictory.  As 

with an expressionist painting, what we need to do is to stand back from it, rather than 

poring over details, for the closer we get, the less we see of the whole. 

 If we concentrate on the whole rather than the details, however, we shall find 

that we know quite a lot about Jesus, even though we may not be able to reconstruct 

with certainty any of his sayings or actions.  It is clear, for example, that he spoke 

with impressive authority, even though there is considerable doubt about the exact 

form of all the stories demonstrating that fact.  It is beyond question, also, that he 

taught in parables, however difficult it may be to reconstruct them, or to be certain 

about their original meaning.  Few scholars, if any, have doubted that the centre of his 

teaching was the Kingdom of God – though what he might have meant by that phrase 



is again a matter of dispute.  He also performed various miracles, even though we 

may disagree about precisely what happened or how.  Again, while various stories 

and sayings may or may not be “accurate,” it is clear that he befriended those on the 

outskirts of society and that he offended the religious and political leaders.  It seems 

clear, too, that he called men to be his disciples – though whether or not there were 12 

in the inner circle is not so certain – and that he demanded – and inspired – 

remarkable devotion on their part.  It is indisputable that he was put to death by the 

Roman authorities – though to what extent the Jewish authorities were involved is far 

from clear – and that his followers came to believe that he had been raised from the 

dead, though how and where they came to that conviction it is now impossible to say.   

This conviction about the resurrection may perhaps provide a good model for 

the way in which we should proceed.  The details of the resurrection story differ from 

one account to another, and the more we ask “What exactly happened?” the more 

perplexed we shall be.  But that the disciples came to believe that Jesus had been 

raised from the dead is indisputable.  Perhaps, then, we shall find the “real” Jesus, not 

by seeking for the “historical,” but – as some are now arguing – in looking at the 

“memory” that he left.  

The search for the “authentic” is in fact a strange conceit.  For what makes a 

saying or a story “authentic”?  Since Jesus spoke in Aramaic, and the Gospels are 

written in Greek, the record of them inevitably takes us at least one remove from the 

original, for all translation involves interpretation.  We have to reckon, too, with the 

interpretation given to the saying or the story by the early Christian community, 

which handed the tradition on, as well as with that given to it by the evangelist.  And 

what makes a tradition “inauthentic”?  In teaching undergraduates, I have sometimes 

told them the story of the Principal of a Theological College whose students decided, 



many years ago, that they would like to hold a dance at the end of the academic year. 

This story goes back, you must understand, to the days when theological colleges 

were strictly male institutions.  The Principal duly gave permission for the dance, and 

on the appointed night he himself arrived, to make sure that all was going well.  He 

was discovered, white and shaking, at the door, and when he was asked what ailed 

him, replied “But Gentlemen, you did not tell me that there would be ladies present!”  

Now the story is clearly apocryphal – even he could not have behaved so absurdly.  

But the point lies in that “even he,” for those who knew him recognized that the story 

was an accurate representation of his character and attitudes.  So do we call this story 

“authentic” or “inauthentic”?  Historically, it may be a complete invention, while 

nevertheless conveying the truth.  It has been said of Winston Churchill that half the 

things attributed to him are untrue – but are nevertheless true!  On the same principle, 

should we not abandon altogether the attempt to shuffle the Gospel sayings and 

pericopes into two piles, labelled “authentic” and “inauthentic”?  Does not any 

attempt to do so inevitably distort the truth?  It would seem that those who have 

pursued the ipsissimi verba Jesu in the belief that this would take them to the 

historical Jesus have in fact succeeded only in shunting themselves into a siding.  

Advances in scholarship often take the form of a spiral, rather than a straight 

line.  I was introduced to the study of the New Testament in the 1950’s, and much of 

the literature I was expected to read had been written by the great non-conformist trio: 

C. H. Dodd, T. W. Manson, and Vincent Taylor.  Of these, the scholar who was in 

many ways most original (and most ignored) was T. W. Manson.5  Yet I find that 

many scholars who are seeking today to write about Jesus frequently echo, probably 
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unconsciously, what Manson wrote, not forty but eighty years ago.  Back in 1942, he 

wrote:  

The characteristic features of the teaching of Jesus can be linked up 

with the Old Testament on one side and with the Church on the 

other.... in order to see the full bearing of the fragments of evidence 

about the ministry, we must learn to see them in their Jewish and 

Christian context.6 

This appeared to me when I first read it, and appears to me still, to be plain common 

sense!  If we want to understand Jesus, we must see him in his own context – very 

largely a Jewish one – and examine the impact that he made on those who followed 

him.  If Jesus’ sayings echo teaching found in Judaism, that should tell us something 

about him.  If his followers “invented” sayings and attributed them to Jesus, the 

important question to ask is why they did so.   

Most scholars would agree with this approach.  Yet the so-called criterion of 

“double dissimilarity,” which scholars have been trying to apply for the last 100 years 

or so (for it goes back beyond Käsemann to Bultmann himself7) works in precisely 

the opposite direction!  I suggest that it is time to throw away the tools altogether, and 

to opt for plain common sense. 
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