
 

 

        
September 26, 2021 

“Stand Firm in…Liberty” 
Galatians 5:1 

Jesus Lived and Died 

 
 In our sermon this morning, we will look at the burial of Jesus. Mark records that a number of women 

had followed Jesus from Galilee and were present at his death, and he names three specifically: Mary 

Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses, and Salome (Mark 15:40-41). The two Marys see 

where he is buried (v. 47). And then all three of them go to anoint Jesus’ body on Sunday morning and 

find the tomb empty (16:1-8). They thus serve a critical role as eyewitnesses to Jesus’ life, death, burial, 

and resurrection. 

 

 That directly addresses a question that is sometimes asked by skeptics: can you prove that Jesus ex-

isted? We have talked about this before in different ways, but I think it is good to revisit it from time to 

time, not only so that we are at least somewhat equipped to answer that question, but also to bolster our 

own confidence in the matter. The absolute best resource at our disposal is the New Testament itself, 

particularly the four Gospels. Skeptics, of course, dismiss these as untrustworthy sources, supposedly 

written long after Jesus’ life by people who were not eye-witnesses who had an agenda in promoting 

Jesus. But there are a number of problems with making assertions like this. For one, it is an open ques-

tion whether the Gospels are the work of eye-witnesses. Many would argue they are written by them or 

are based on them; in fact, every time we have a title preserved for them, dating back to the 2nd century 

it is by the traditional authors: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, 2 of whom were apostles.  

 

 Furthermore, the idea that an account of Jesus’ life must be contemporary with him would undermine 

virtually all we know about ancient history if it were a necessity. What we know about the emperor Ti-

berius, for example—the ruler of Rome when Jesus was an adult—is mostly from two historians named 

Tacitus and Suetonius, who wrote 80 years later. Should we doubt the existence of Tiberius on these 

grounds? In fact, just like in a modern biography, some distance can actually be beneficial in fully 

grasping the subject. The gospel accounts were written between 20-60 years after the death of Jesus. It 

would be much like someone writing a biography of John F. Kennedy or Ronald Regan today, for in-

stance, in terms of the time frame. 

 

Then there’s the fact that the argument that the gospel writers have a vested interest in the subject and 

so are biased and untrustworthy is self-defeating. All historians have an agenda, a point of view; you 

cannot write history without it. The historian must, among other things, select the topic they will write 

about, choose the sources they will use, and interpret that to persuade other people about truths of the 

past.  This selection and interpretation is always made by people with a particular perspective on the  
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world, who have presuppositions and beliefs they bring to their work. That’s true of ancient and modern 

historians alike. After all, those who think Jesus was a myth are trying to persuade people of their view-

point too! 

 

All that is to say, we can trust the New Testament as a reliable source, even beyond the fact that we trust 

it by inspiration, strictly on historical grounds. When Mark calls those three women as eyewitnesses, we 

can believe it. Nevertheless, because some will preemptively write it off, it is important for Christians 

confronted with this question to be aware of the historical evidence for Jesus outside the Bible. 
 
There are a number of references to him in classical sources. The earliest firm one is found in in the cor-

respondence of Pliny the Younger. While serving as governor of Bythinia in 111, he wrote to the Em-

peror Trajan for guidance on dealing with accused Christians. For Pliny, the most remarkable feature of 

Christian assemblies was the singing of hymns to Christ as divine, his language implying that Christ was 

once human. 
 
 In addition to Pliny, two prominent historians of antiquity mentioned above reference Christ. The first is 

Suetonius, most famous for his work The Twelve Caesars, a biography of Roman emperors from Julius 

Caesar to Domitian. In his biography of Claudius, Suetonius writes, “Because the Jews at Rome caused 

continuous disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled them from the city” (Suetonius, Divus 

Claudius, 25). Chrestus was a fairly common name, and it is possible that this is a troublemaker other-

wise unknown to history. More likely, Suetonius confused it with the uncommon Christus, which would 

have been pronounced almost identically, and his statement evinces dissension in the Jewish community 

caused by the introduction of Christianity to Rome. 
 
A more thorough reference comes from the greatest Roman historian, Tacitus. In his Annals, he gives an 

account of the great fire of 64, which he blames on Nero: 

To destroy this rumor Nero supplied as perpetrators, and executed with elaborate pun-

ishments, people popularly called Christians hated for their perversions. (The name’s 

source was one Christus, executed by the governor Pontius Pilatus when Tiberius held 

power. The pernicious creed, suppressed at the time, was bursting forth again, not only 

in Judaea, where this evil originated, but even in Rome, into which from all directions 

everything appalling and shameful flows and foregathers. (Tacitus, Annals, 15.44.2-3) 
 

Tacitus is lauded for his accuracy and detail, and it is thus notable that the proper name, the location, the 

time period, and the principal figures all accord with the account presented in the Gospels. 
 
Aside from these references to Jesus by distinguished Romans, there are more obscure classical sources 

we might note , as well as Jewish sources likes the historian Josephus and the rabbinic writings. We have 

only scratched the surface here. But these are sufficient to corroborate the details of the New Testament, 

broadly speaking: Jesus lived in Palestine; he was crucified under the governorship of Pontius Pilate; and 

he had followers even after his death. Can you prove that Jesus existed? The answer is unequivocal: yes. 

Bryant Perkins 


