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Summary
The film “Zeitgeist” presents three conspiracy theories, the first of which suggests that
Jesus Christ never existed but that the narratives concerning him were invented by
theologians in the fourth century AD on behalf of the Roman Emperor Constantine.
This theory has gained some popularity among the undiscerning, and is occasionally
used as an argument to undermine Christianity.
These notes produce real evidence on the subject and show the following:• The real Jesus Christ has very little contact with the pagan mystery religions.

• The Gospel records of the New Testament are much older than the time of
Constantine and give a very accurate picture of the life and times of Jesus.
• The teaching of the Church was, indeed, altered at the time of Constantine and
modern mainstream churches teach doctrines taken from Greek philosophy in
the place of the original teachings of Jesus, which are found in the Bible.
The real teachings of Jesus Christ and the Apostles are still available in the New
Testament, but the majority of Christians have abandoned them in favour of other
teachings.

The picture on the front cover shows Mithras springing, fully formed, from a rock. The statue is
currently in the Epigraphical Museum at the baths of Diocletian in Rome. (Wikipedia Commons)

For more information visit:
http://biblethink.org.uk/
Version 1.3, March 2013

Zeitgeist - The Movie
The film “Zeitgeist” was produced in 2007 by Peter Joseph and since that many million copies have
been distributed by DVD and the film has been viewed by many on the internet. The film is popular
with less discriminating atheists because of its superficially attractive attacks on Christianity. In fact
any analysis of the content against fact shows that its main idea is nonsense, and that it is based on
a rather partial selection of very weak evidence.
The film is in three sections:1) The greatest story ever told This is a section which asserts that Christianity is a conspiracy put
together by men working for the Roman Emperor Constantine in the fourth century AD.
According to the film, Jesus Christ never existed but was a completely mythical person based
on ancient mystery religion and astrology.
2) All the world’s a stage: A section which contends that the 9/11 attacks in America were carried
out by the US government.
3) Don’t mind the men behind the curtain: A section which attacks the US central bank. This
section develops the idea that the majority of disasters from 1900 onwards, including the start of
the First World War, the sinking of the Lusitania, and the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbour were
all caused by US bankers!
While the claims of all three sections are short on both evidence and logic, it is the first section
which is the subject of these notes.
The film begins by laying down and atheist agenda. It asserts that Atheists face up to “The Now”
while religion is for those who cannot face “The Now”. It attacks the idea that there is any
difference between good and evil; the film asserts that no such distinction exists and then goes on to
make fun of the Ten Commandments, producing trite comments to undermine these against a
background of hoots of laughter.
The film belittles the idea of God as “An invisible man in the sky”.
The attacks made by the film on Christianity can be summarised as follows:i

The idea that Christianity is a rehash of ideas from pagan religion and that the figure of Jesus
Christ is simply another mythical being like the gods of mystery religions. The figures from
pagan mystery religion who are considered to be identical to Jesus are: Horus (from the cult of
Isis, popular mystery religion in the early Roman Empire), Attis of Phrygia, Krishna (from
Hinduism), Dionysus (from another mystery cult) and Mithras (who the film erroneously refers
to as “Mithra” - Mithras is the god of another Roman mystery religion). The myths of these
gods are distorted so that they can fit better with a distorted version of Christianity.

ii The idea that many features of the life of Jesus are not genuine, but are based on astrological
ideas. The events in Jesus life are claimed to be invented to reflect the motions of heavenly
bodies.
iii The idea that Jesus is not mentioned by any historian. This involves either ignoring or
attempting to discredit the records of Jesus in the writings of the historians that do mention him.
On the basis of this rather odd survey of secular historians the film concludes that Jesus never
existed.
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iv The film then finishes with the idea that Christianity was put together by men in the employ of
the Roman Emperor Constantine the Great and launched at the Council of Nicea in 325AD. It is
claimed that at this council the purely allegorical figure of Jesus used by the normative Christian
Gnostics was “historicised” (ie was asserted to be a real historical figure for the first time) and
the teachings of Christianity were invented. Again, a clear historical look at the records of the
Council of Nicea undermines the assertions of the film.
These notes consider the following questions:1 Is there a correspondence between the biblical Jesus Christ and the gods of pagan mystery
religion?
2 Are the events of Jesus’ life simply based on astrology?
3 Are there any records of Jesus from before the time of Constantine which support the biblical
picture of Jesus?
4 Is there any evidence of the historical accuracy of the Gospel records?
5 Did the Council of Nicea mark a change in the teachings of Christianity and, if so, what was the
nature of that change?
The conclusions that one is forced to by examining these questions against reliable evidence are
surprising. The evidence is that the life of Jesus is exactly as described in the Bible and that there is
very little contact with pagan myths. Nevertheless, the church did make attempts to change the
perception of Jesus in the fourth century AD.
1. Jesus and Paganism
The main thesis of the first section of the film is that Jesus Christ never existed as a real person, but
that he is a completely fictional character. The accounts of Jesus were allegedly put together in the
fourth century from a Gnostic myth based on astrological ideas and following the pattern of the
myths of various mystery religions in the early Roman Empire.
The material presented seems to come, probably after some generations of passing on, from the 19th
century book “The Golden Bough” by Sir J. G. Frazer. This book attempts to show the similarities
between various mystery religions and includes Christianity among them. Sadly most of the
material in it is imaginary; Frazer knew very little about pagan myths, and simply invented parts of
them by borrowing details from popular Christianity. The book is now generally discredited in
scholarly circles, although popular derivations from it are generally welcomed by conspiracy
theorists. One scholar wrote:Unfortunately, as a scientific work, the book is seriously flawed. Since the completion of The
Golden Bough, our knowledge of primitive thought, folklore, and religion has been broadly
systematized and vastly increased. Many of Frazer’s basic premises have been shaken by the
findings of modern scholarship, and the reliability of his sources–many of them the unscientific
observations of missionaries and travellers–has been seriously impeached. (Christensen L (1994),
lecture notes citing Gaster T. H. (1959) “The new golden bough”, Macmillan, New York)
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The myths proposed by Frazer in “the Golden Bough”, and repeated in popular form by the film,
are simply incorrect.
Mithraism
Consider the picture of Mithraism given in the film. The film asserts that Mithras (a god misspelled
as Mithra) was: born of a virgin on 25th December, had twelve disciples, performed miracles, was
killed and remained dead for three days. He wa resurrected and raised to heaven. The day sacred to
Mithras is Sunday.
Superficially this sounds to be very similar to the standard story of Jesus in Christianity, but in fact
almost every element of it is incorrect in that either Mithraism or real, biblical Christianity has been
misrepresented. In reality there is a discrepancy between the Bible record of Jesus and Mithraism in
almost every one of the details above.
Film
born of a virgin

Reality
This is not a genuine element of the real Mithras myth. In the real myth,
Mithras sprung, in full adult form, from a rock, having previously been in
the underworld. He carried a sword to defeat his enemies and a torch to
illuminate the underworld darkness.
th
25 December
While it is sometimes stated that Mithras was born on 25th December this
statement has been challenged recently by scholars. Jesus, of course, was
not born in December at all, but in the early autumn. The celebration of the
birth of Jesus on 25th December was adopted in mediaeval times to divert
people away from pagan celebrations at that time of year.
Twelve Disciples There is no record of Mithras having had any disciples at all. The idea has
been introduced to Mithraism by later scholars.
Performed
Very little is known about the career of Mithras. It is known that he killed a
Miracles
bull, but there is no catalogue of mithraic miracles.
Was Killed
There is no account of the death of Mithras in any ancient source.
Raised after
three days.

There is no idea of resurrection in Mithraism. Mithras carried out a
successful career on earth and was allowed to join the sun-god in his
chariot.

Baptism
and
the sacred meal.

The film suggests that Mithraists practiced baptism. The real initiation rite
involved the pouring the blood of a sacrificed bull over the initiate. The
sacred meal was the flesh of a sacrificed bull. Neither bears more than a
passing resemblance to Christian practice.

Other Mystery Religions
One can carry out similar analyses for all the pagan myths mentioned in the film. In each case the
pagan myths are shown to have very little in common with the account of Jesus in the Bible. The
small number of correspondences are in the form of items added to Christianity by later tradition,
or added to the pagan myths by assimilation from Christianity.
The following table shows a comparison for three of the elements which are commonly repeated in
the film, the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus.
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Jesus
Virgin Birth

Crucified

Raised on the
third day.

Adonis
Sprang from a
myrrh-tree

Osiris
Offspring of the
union of the
Egyptian gods
Seb and Nut. No
virgins.
Torn to pieced
Suffocated in a
by Ares while
coffin, which
hunting; Ares
was floated
was in the form
down the river
of a wild boar.
Nile.
Returns to the
Pieced together
underworld for
and temporarily
half of each year. revived by
magic. He then
became the
father of Horus.

Mithras
Sprang fully
grown from a
rock.

Dionysus
Offspring of
Zeus (in the form
of a serpent) and
Persephone

No record of his
death.

Cut to pieces in
the form of a bull
by Titans, having
changed form to
escape them.
No resurrection. Two variant
Was taken to
traditions say:
heaven to ride
heart eaten by
the chariot of the Zeus and reborn
sun.
as Zeus' next
child
or soul went to
heaven.

The number of errors in the material presented by the film suggest that either Joseph did very little
research when he was writing the screenplay or that he deliberately included a false picture of his
material in it. Either way, the idea that biblical Christianity is similar to, and borrowed from, pagan
mystery religion is obvious nonsense. The
Mithraism
section of the film which attempts to compare
Mithraism was a
Christianity with Egyptian religion is similarly
popular religion among
full of glaring errors.
soldiers in the early
Roman empire. The
followers of this
religion met in small
groups to share a
common meal.
Most of what is
known about
Mithraism comes from
the statues and
inscriptions in Mithraea
(places for the worship
of Mithras). This statue
has an inscription
which says that Mithras
was born from a rock,
and the statue shows
him springing forth, as
an adult, carrying a
sword and a torch;
other statues have the
same content. Most of what is said about Mithras in the
film Zeitgeist is simply a guess; the religion was a
mystery and there are thus no written accounts of it.

4

The attempt made by the film to suggest that
Jesus is simply a new personification of one of
the pagan mystery myths depends on selecting
a very small number of elements from the
Gospel accounts of Jesus, adding to them
another small and selected set of elements
from later Christian tradition and ignoring the
rest (even then there needs to be a
considerable amount of license before the
account of Jesus can be made to fit the
accounts of pagan mystery religion). The
Bible account of Jesus contains a tremendous
number of other elements that cannot in any
way be fit into the pagan myths. By selecting
only a rather odd part of the account of Jesus’
life and work the film hopelessly distorts the
story of Jesus.
The fact that the film needs to be so selective
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in choosing the parts of the Gospel story to include, and that it needs to remove some elements of
the Gospel of Jesus shows the poverty of the case that it makes. If the thesis of the film was correct,
then all the details in the Gospel would fit, not merely a tiny fraction of them. The conclusion that
this points to is that the maker of the film, or his advisors, knew the weakness of their case and thus
decided to attempt to conceal it by selecting only parts of the account of Jesus.
2. Jesus and Astrology
The film asserts that the biblical account of the life
of Jesus is not true, but that the accounts reflect the
astrological basis which is behind all ancient
religion. Again, the film makes almost unbelievably
stupid errors in its presentation of both the motions
of heavenly bodies and its presentation of the
Gospel accounts of Jesus’ life.
Here are some examples.

Sirius and Orion
This picture shows
the position of
Sirius and the
Betelgeuse
constellation of
Orion on 5th
Orion
November 2000 as
Orion's
seen from Vienna at
Belt
Rigel midnight. Note that
Sirius lines up
almost exactly with
the three stars in
the belt of Orion, as
it does at all other
times. As Sirius and
the stars of Orion
are all fixed stars
they do not move
appreciably relative
Sirius
to one another in
the night sky. Instead the whole set of stars moves
round in step together.

The visit of the Magi
The film asserts that the account of the arrival of the
Magi shortly after the birth of Jesus is a reflection
of an astronomical event viewed in astrological
terms in the ancient world and commemorated in
most pagan religions. The event in question is the
alignment of the prominent star Sirius with the three
stars that form the belt of Orion. The film asserts
that the three stars are known as the three kings, and
The many schoolboy howlers of this kind in the
that the alignment of Sirius with these stars on 24th
film show that the writer of the screenplay had very
December is depicted as the three kings going to
little understanding of the material covered.
visit a kingly child. The fact that the alignment
occurs on the 24th December associates the event with the birth of Jesus.
There are a number of serious flaws Here are a few of the more obvious:• The Gospel accounts never specify that there were three Magi. The number is not specified at
all. It is only because later commentators decided that there must have been three that the idea
of three kings is now common.
• The Bible doesn’t say that the visitors to Jesus were kings. They are described as Magoi which
is an unusual Greek word; it may mean wise men.

• The date 24th December has no meaning within the Gospel accounts of the birth of Jesus. Jesus
was certainly born at a different time of year, September/October.
• The case made by the film depends on an alignment between Sirius and the belt of Orion on the
24th December. Sirius does align with the belt of Orion on this day, as it does on every other day
in the year. As the belt of Orion and Sirius are fixed stars they never move relative to one
another and the alignment is just as apparent on the 4th July or the 5th November as it is on the
24th December.
The Motion of the Sun and the Winter Solstice
According to the film the sun reaches its furthest south on the winter solstice on 2nd December,
5
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which is also the lowest it sinks in the sky and the shortest day. It then stops moving for three days
and remains in the vicinity of the Southern Cross. On the 25th December the sun moves 1° north.
This represents a sun which dies on the cross (the southern cross) and remains there to be reborn
three days later on 25th December.
This is a presentation full of major howlers.
• The sun doesn’t stop moving at the winter solstice. If the film means the sun, then even a child
would know that it continues to move across the sky every day. Presuming that the film is
referring instead to the sunrise, even this does not remain stationary. It moves every day, and
even fairly primitive astronomers would be able to measure the movement by the simple
expedient of planting pegs in the ground to mark the direction of the sunrise. The idea that the
sun stays stationary for three days is simply caused by using an almanac with a rounded figure
for the direction of the sunrise. A different rounding or a different latitude would give a different
answer.
• The southern cross is a constellation only visible from the southern hemisphere. It was unknown
in the ancient world. No-one in the first few centuries AD would have any idea of the southern
cross as a constellation.
• The southern cross is not on the ecliptic, but is close to the celestial south pole. The sun never
rises (or sets) anywhere near the southern cross.
Astrological Ages
The film asserts that changes in teaching go with astrological ages and that the different religions
are expressions of the different astrological ages. Moses is said to represent the age of Ares (the
ram), Mithras the age of Taurus (the bull) and Jesus the age of Pisces (the fish). The film then tries
to pick out ram-related objects to do with Moses (it finds the Shofar, the ram’s-horn trumpet), the
connection between Mithras and the bull is obvious, and the film picks out two fish-related objects
to do with Jesus, the fish at the feeding of the five thousand and the symbol of the fish which
appears on cars sometimes as a symbol of Christ (!!).
The connection of the bull with Mithras is not unreasonable as this is the animal sacred to this
deity. However, choosing the ram’s horn trumpet for Moses out of all the various objects associated
with him is an obvious grasping at straws. The association of a fish with Jesus would be similarly
difficult if one confines one’s search to the biblical Jesus. The symbol of the fish was adopted
because the first letters of the words in the Greek phrase iesou cpristos, qeou uios, soter
(Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour) form the Greek word icquV, which means “fish”. Thus
Christians from the second century onwards used the sign of the fish to indicate Jesus. However,
the New Testament community is never reported as using this symbol. The idea of a fish being
associated with Jesus would be a post-biblical idea.
Justin Martyr
The film attempts to argue that Justin Martyr believed that Jesus was a purely fictional character
and part of a pagan pantheon by quoting from one of his works. This quotation is taken completely
out of context and is pressed far beyond its intended meaning. Justin is arguing that Christians
should not suffer persecution because of their beliefs as others also followed religions dedicated to
characters outside the official Roman canon and were not persecuted. His argument is that Christian
beliefs are no worse than those of the beliefs of the tolerated mystery religions. The rest of his
writings show a clear picture of a literal Jesus and show major differences between Christianity and
pagan religions. The same is true for Justin’s contemporary Irenaeus of Lyons.
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3. Evidence for the existence of the Historical Jesus
The film asserts that there is no mention of the existence of a real Jesus in any work before the time
of Constantine the Great (4th century AD). The film lists 23 Roman or Greek historians and asserts
that no historian mentions Jesus as a real character.
This is, of course, sleight of hand. Of the 23 historians cited about half are from before the time of
Jesus and the remainder concentrate on areas of Roman history away from the Eastern
Mediterranean or new religions. These men would therefore not be expected to report the doings of
Jesus, who would have seemed to Romans to have been a very minor provincial character at the
time. The first time that Christians would come to general notice would be following the fire of
Rome in 64AD when Nero chose to pin the blame of Christians and to start a major persecution of
them.
In reality a considerable number of references to the historical Jesus exist in works written before
the time of Constantine. The film mis-quotes a few of these and ignores the rest. Here are some
places from before the time of Constantine where Jesus is mentioned as a real person:• The earliest Roman historian to mention Jesus is Tacitus. Writing in about 110AD Tacitus
mentions Jesus in an account of the reign of the Emperor Nero. Tacitus describes the fire of
Rome and then notes that Nero decided to try to pin the blame on Christians. He then tells us,
very briefly, where the name “Christian” came from:“Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of
Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous
superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judæa, the first source of
the evil, but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the world
find their centre and become popular.” (Tacitus, Annals 15.44)
The film attempts to explain this away by making the point that there were several people who
claimed to be Christ, and then claims that this is not the Christ of Christianity. This shows an
ignorance of the context, which clearly states that the Christ in question is the founder of the
Christian group.
• Other Roman historians such as Suetonius and Pliny the Younger also write about Jesus and
about the persecution of Christians that was common
in the early second century. Again, because the writers The Empty Tomb
The physical evidence of Jesus’ resurrection
start by writing about Christianity we know that the
was an empty tomb. Immediately after the
Christ in question is the founder of Christianity.
• Josephus makes several references to Jesus. The
longest of these is disputed, although a majority of
scholars believe that there is an original reference to
Jesus in it. However, there are references which are
undisputed. Antiquities 20.9.1 refers to the death of
James “the brother of Jesus, the one called Christ,
whose name was Jesus”. This is, of course, a passing
reference to Jesus. There is also an account of John the
Baptist which agrees in general terms with the Gospel
accounts.

resurrection the Jewish authorities attempted
to account for the existence of this tomb by
releasing the story that the disciples of Jesus
had stolen his body while the guards on the
tomb were asleep. This claim was still being
used over a century later and appears in
Jusin Martyr’s “Dialogue with Trypho”
written between 150 and 160 AD.
Whatever the merit of their argument,
the fact that the Jewish authorities repeated
an explanation for the emptiness of the tomb
of Jesus shows that that Jesus had existed;
there would be no point in trying to explain
his empty tomb!
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• The Baraioth, an element of the Jewish Talmud, written down in the second century to preserve
oral traditions from the first century contain several references to Jesus. The most prominent of
these is this:- “On the eve of Passover, Jesus the Nazarene was hanged” (Sanhedrin 43a). Again,
the context shows beyond any possible doubt that this is the Jesus who founded Christianity, and
there are sufficient details in the phrase “Jesus the Nazarene” to ensure that no mistake is made.
• The Early Church Fathers are broadly Christian writers from before the time of Constantine.
They wrote large numbers of words on the subject of Jesus, all of which show that they
understood Jesus to be a real person. The earlier the writer, the more literal is the description of
Jesus.The earliest of the Church fathers is probably Ignatius of Antioch who wrote at the turn of
the first century, but Clement of Rome wrote at about the same time and Polycarp followed only
slightly afterwards.
If the thesis of the film had been correct, then the accounts of Jesus before the time of
Constantine would have been accounts of a solar god and of a mythical Christ; the earlier the
account the more mythical would have been the presentation. The fact that there is no account
of a mythical Christ shows that the film is again full of simple errors.
4. The Historical Accuracy of the Gospel Records
For the film to be correct about Jesus, the books we know today as the Gospel records (Matthew,
Mark, Luke and John) would have to be complete fictions made up in the reign of Constantine.
None of the elements within these documents would have had any correspondence to real life, and
there would be no evidence of the existence of the canonical Gospels before the time of
Constantine. The evidence is completely contrary to this picture and shows that the Gospels come
from the first century and are direct records of events at the time of Jesus.
The evidence comes in four main types:• Archaeological Evidence: Excavations in the Middle East have produced a picture of people,
places and lifestyle from the time of Jesus which corresponds exactly to the Gospel picture
• Undesigned Coincidences: This involves looking at insignificant details within biblical
accounts. As these details are too small to be planned, the fact that these details correspond
between accounts shows that the accounts are accurate descriptions of real events.
• Linguistic Fossils: Some of the sayings of Jesus in the Gospel records show signs of having
been translated from Aramaic. This was a language used in Judea and Galilee in the first century
AD but would not have been used by the church after the latter part of the first century AD.
Constantine’s men could not have introduced linguistic fossils into the Gospel records.
• Manuscript Evidence: Manuscripts from before the time of Constantine contain the text of
the Gospels and show that they were complete long before the fourth century.
Any one of these would be conclusive in its own right. Taken together they provide absolute and
overwhelming evidence that the Gospels were written long before the time of constantine.
Archaeology
The Gospel records contain a considerable amount of information about the places, events, people
and manner of life in Judea and Galilee at the time of Jesus. This information matches
archaeological discoveries. Because the civilisation of the area was brought to an end in the Jewish
War of 66-73AD and replaced by a Greek and Syrian culture the people who remembered these
8
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Herodian Houses

The Gospels contain architectural details of the
houses in which some events took place. For
example, the Last Supper took place in a house where
guests could use a large upper room, and in
Capernaum we find details of houses with tiled roofs.
Both these details were unusual in the ancient world.
However, archaeologists have discovered
houses from the correct period which match the
architectural details in the Gospels. The picture shows
part of a street of houses from Herodian Jerusalem.
These were destroyed in 70AD and are now in the
Wöhl Museum.

details would soon have passed away from the
scene. By about 100AD it would have become
impossible to recover these details, but even
earlier than this it would have become difficult to
produce a consistent picture of the time and place.
Here are some of the areas of correspondence:•Life Details: The Gospel records contain
references to items of detail in the lifestyle of
people concerned in the narratives. Archaeologists
have uncovered villages and towns in the area
from the correct period and can confirm that even
minor details of life correspond to the details
excavated, from the sizes of weights to the kinds
of water jars used and the methods of fishing.
There are also details of the construction of
buildings; the kind of roof used to build houses in
lower Galilee and the existence of large upstairs
rooms are also elements which appear in the
Gospels and have been confirmed by
Archaeological finds.

•Topographical Details: The Gospels also
contain descriptions of the areas in which various
events took place. For example, not all villages in Galilee had walls, but the Gospels describe
Nain as being a walled village; archaeology confirms that it was walled. The pool of Bethesda
matches the description in John’s Gospel and the details of the construction of the Temple match
the descriptions in the Gospels.

•

People: Most of the people in the Gospels could not be expected to leave any permanent
traces, but a small number of them have.

The fact that there is such good correspondence between the description of people, places and
details in the Gospel accounts and details discovered completely independently by archaeologists
shows that the Gospels were written by people who were close enough to the events described to
allow the to remember every detail. None of the elements are fictional. The Gospels cannot have
been produced in the time of Constantine the Great, three centuries later.
Undesigned Coincidences
If one wishes to discover whether different witnesses to an event are giving a true account, one
method of proceeding is to compare the accounts together to see whether they agree with one
another. Of course, it might be possible to cause fictional stories to agree in their general terms, but
not in the tiny details. An undesigned coincidence is a situation where insignificant details in
different account agree with one another. The Gospel records are full of such situations. Even in
tiny details they agree completely, although it is demonstrable that the accounts are independent of
one another in these details.
This is excellent evidence that the Gospel records are not invented.
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Linguistic Fossils
The Gospel records were clearly written in Greek, but many of the words of Jesus show strong
signs of having originally been in Aramaic or Hebrew and translated into Greek by the evangelists
(Gospel writers). The Aramaic language was used in Galilee and Judea at the time of Jesus, but
after the Jewish War of 66-73AD the language became much less common as Gentiles were settled
in the area. It would have been difficult for a Gentile congregation to invent Greek gospels which
contained considerable stretches of speech translated from Aramaic. The fact of the underlying
Aramaic shows that the Gospels come from the time and place of Jesus.
Manuscript Evidence
The most compelling evidence to show that the
Gospels were written before the time of Constantine
is a set of manuscripts of the Gospels, Acts and most
of the Epistles from about 200AD. One of the
Chester Beatty Papyri, Papyrus P45 comes from the
very early third century (just after 200AD) and
contains the text of the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew,
Mark and Luke); it has gaps and there are places
where it is damaged, but enough remains to show
that the full Gospels were included in it. One of the
Bodmer Papyri, P66, contains almost the whole of
John’s Gospel and comes from the end of the second
century (just before 200AD).
These alone would be sufficient to show that the
Gospels were written before the end of the second
century, but there are even older fragmentary
papyrus manuscripts from even earlier. One of the
Rylands fragments, P52 is a fragment of part of
John’s Gospel from about 120AD. This is the earliest
undisputed fragment of any part of the New
Testament, but there are other fragments from the
second century including P90, another second
century fragment of John and P104, which is a
fragment of Matthew from the second century.

Manuscript Evidence

P66 is a papyrus manuscript of the Gospel of
John. It was copied at the end of the second
century AD (around 200AD). A few pages are
missing and the manuscript is worn in the corners,
but it is perfectly readable and the text varies very
little from the modern Greek text of the Gospel.
All of the Gospels and most of the Epistles
are covered in manuscripts of about this period.
The council of Nicea was in 325AD. The
existence of such manuscripts shows that the New
Testament was written well before the time of
Constantine and is effectively unchanged since it
was written.

As these manuscripts were copied more than a
century before Constantine came to the throne and
contain the text of the Gospels, it is clear that the Gospels were not altered by Constantine’s men.
The Gospels were written in the first century AD, and have remained unchanged ever since.

A similar story appears when one considers quotations of the New Testament from writers who
wrote before the time of Constantine. One database lists 4,000 places where writers from before the
time of Constantine quoted the New Testament we have in our modern Bibles. Another writer
claims that the whole of the New Testament exists in quotations from outside the Bible. There can
be no doubt that the New Testament we have now is unchanged since the time it was written in the
first century AD.
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5. Did Constantine Change Christianity?
The final question posed by the film is whether Constantine’s men made any major changes to
Christianity at the Council of Nicea. The Gospels and Epistles were written shortly after the time of
Jesus and the deliberations of the Council of Nicea were recorded and are summarised in the
Nicene Creed. One can therefore see if there are any changes in mainstream Christianity by
comparing the teaching of the Nicene Creed with the teaching of the New Testament.
The Council of Nicea dealt with two major issues, the date of Easter and the Doctrine of the Trinity.
The Nicene Creed summarises teaching on the Doctrine of the Trinity at the time - the actual creed
of Nicea is not the same as the modern Nicene Creed; the creed was revised several times by later
councils. However, the creed essentially states that Jesus and the Father are to be regarded as one
God. They are described as different persons, but as making a single God together. The Holy Spirit
is not dealt with in any great depth, but later revisions included the Holy Spirit within the godhead
to produce the idea of one God who is three persons.
This is different from the picture of God that is given by Jesus in the Gospels. For example, in
John’s Gospel Jesus is recorded as saying the following to a Samaritan woman:You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews.
(John 4:22)
This verse makes two important points. The first of these is that Jesus includes himself in the
statement: “We worship what we know”. By this Jesus says that he worships God. If Jesus worships
God it is difficult to see how he can himself be God. The more telling point is that Jesus says that
the Jews know what they worship - in other words they understand what God is. The doctrine of the
Trinity has never been a part of the Jewish understanding of God. On the contrary, Jews are
absolute monotheists, and Jesus endorses this stance. Jesus is here denying the doctrine of the
Trinity.
A second recorded statement of Jesus Christ is in the Revelation:The one who conquers, I will make him a pillar in the temple of my God. Never shall he go out
of it, and I will write on him the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, the new
Jerusalem, which comes down from my God out of heaven, and my own new name.
(Revelation 3:12)
In this one verse, Jesus refers to his own God four times. It is clear from this (and from many other
passages) that Jesus has a God. As Jesus has a God he cannot be the supreme being.
The Apostle Paul adds another witness to this list. He refers to “the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ” on six occasions (for example Ephesians 1:3,17), which shows that our God is the
God of Jesus Christ. He describes the nature of Jesus Christ in the beginning of his letter to the
Romans as follows:[God’s] Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh and was declared to be the
Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus
Christ our Lord,
(Romans 1:3,4)
It is clear, therefore, that Constantine’s men did make a major change to Christianity. They
incorporated ideas into it which came from pagan thought via Greek philosophy, in particular the
doctrine of the Trinity. This was not part of the teaching of the New Testament.
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The Emperor Constantine
Constantine declared himself Emperor of Rome in
306AD, and became the effective ruler in 316AD
after the battle of the Milvian Bridge. He put down
all opposition to his rule by 324AD. During his wars
of accession Constantine developed a favourable
view of Christianity, which had been persecuted by
his opponents, and decided to use it as a philosophy
with which to unite his empire.
At the time Christianity was undergoing an internal
debate about the new minority teaching of the Trinity
which was being proclaimed in Alexandria by
Athanasius and opposed by Arius. In 325AD
Constantine called the council of Nicea (Nicea is in
Turkey) where he, or his advisors, proposed a creed
which supported the doctrine of the Trinity but left a
loophole for Arians (who opposed the full teaching
of the Trinity). This brought about a major change in
the teaching of the Church.

The Real Jesus Christ
There is a world of difference between the mythical characters of the mystery religions of the
ancient world and Jesus Christ. The first and most obvious of these is that the pagan heroes all live
in a mythical world where nothing is real. Mithras springs from a rock in an unknown place,
slaughters a mythical bull and is raised to the sun’s chariot. None of these is part of this world.
Jesus, on the other hand, is born in Bethlehem, an existing city, and is brought up in Nazareth. One
can go to Capernaum where excavation allows one to walk the streets that Jesus walked and to
touch the stones of a synagogue in which Jesus taught (the top level is covered by the remains of a
later synagogue). In Jerusalem one can visit the Pool of Siloam and the Pool of Bethesda where
Jesus healed a blind man and a paralysed man respectively; notice that these are a different kind of
miracle than those produced by the pagan heroes. We have a very good idea of where Jesus was
tried by the Romans, where he was crucified, and where he was buried. We have excellent evidence
that his tomb was later empty.
The point is that Jesus was a real person living in a real world. One can go to the places where he
walked and one can see inscriptions of a few of the people he met. Jesus is not a fictional character
or a purely symbolic myth like the pagan heroes. He was a real life person, and his death and
resurrection are real life events reported by both Christian and non-Christian writers of the time.
The fact of the reality of Jesus means that we have to take him seriously. The teachings of the
mainstream churches may have been changed in the time of Constantine, but the teachings of Jesus
have the authority of God behind them. One cannot ignore them. They are still written in the
unchanged words of the Bible.
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