The Bible: Just a collection of myths?

Just what are we talking about here?

You may well hear people claim that the Bible is full of myths, legends, fairy tales, or similar claims.  The basis of the claims of Scripture are specifically and explicitly tied to real history.  Scripture makes such claims in such a way as to be spiritually false if not also historically true.  So we are not talking about a trifling matter.  Let’s begin by making sure we have a few word definitions down first:
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Is the Bible full of myths & fables?

Let’s begin by being clear on the definitions of terms:

Legend: A narrative of human actions, rooted in real or at least very
possible history, which are perceived as being in the realm of reality.
A legend promotes the character of the subject historical person(s)
into something greater than average, typical or normal.

Fable: A fable is a narrative that has similarity to legend, but extends
intore recognized unreality. Aesop’s fables would fall into this
category, in that the value is not in the fable’s supposed historical
truth, but in the lesson of wisdom or moral that is illustrated by the
fable.

Myth: A story that has meaning in a particular culture or religion,
whether perceived to be historically true or untrue. Such a myth
will convey ideals, and explain practices, beliefs, or some natural
phenomenon.

Fairy Tale: A story that intermingles normal life experiences with the
fantastic and magical, including creatures and beings that have little
or no basis in accepted reality. Fairy tales are typically thought of
as being told or read to children. It is possible for fairy tales to have
some allegorical connection to historical people, events and/or for
the creatures described to have similarities to an existing animal

or a combination of animals and humans.




Now most people will not necessarily make a clear and sharp distinction between these kinds of narratives or stories.  And in any one instance, an account may fall under more than one definition.  For the sake of focus and brevity, we will center our treatment of this subject upon the New Testament today, and address the Old Testament next Sunday.

How does the New Testament use the word “myth”?

1 Timothy 1:4 (NASU)

…nor to pay attention to myths and endless genealogies, which give rise to mere speculation rather than furthering the administration of God which is by faith.

2 Timothy 4:4 (NASU)

…and will turn away their ears from the truth and will turn aside to myths.

Titus 1:14 (NASU)

…not paying attention to Jewish myths and commandments of men who turn away from the truth.

The word “myth” (Greek: muthos) in the New Testament had a more universally negative connotation in the New Testament, typically referring to a story invented by the author directly for his listeners, and known by the author to be presently and/or historically false.  Note that the use of the word arises in each of the letters to Paul’s apostolic delegates, Timothy and Titus, dealing with Greeks and Jews in Ephesus and Crete.  The value that the New Testament use of this word provides for us is that Paul explicitly warns against claiming as true what is known outright to be false.

2 Peter 1:16 (NASU)

For we did not follow cleverly devised tales (muthos) when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of His majesty.

How long does it take for legends and myths to develop?  

Legends and myths of the definition given herein require generations to develop.  To give some perspective from the study of the development of myths in other cultures, A.N. Sherwin-White provides this observation:

"Herodotus enables us to test the tempo of myth-making…even two generations are too short a span to allow the mythical tendency to prevail over the hard historic core." 

We have this example of the history of myth development in the Greek culture:

Greek Myths are all that’s left of the ancient Greek religion. About 1200 b.c.e., the residents of, what we would call, Greece and Asia Minor shared a common belief in a group of deities that came to be known as The Olympians.

The ancient texts we call Greek Myths are mostly from the period known as Classical Greece, circa 500 b.c.e. The stories behind the myths are from a much earlier time but written versions don’t exist before Classical times.

The oldest myths can be traced to three main sources: Homer, Hesiod and The Homeric Hymns, circa 800 b.c.e. That means that by the time they were written down, these works had survived 400 years of additions, subtractions and mutations to finally become the versions we now call ‘authentic’. The Greek Myths are our window into the distant past, a view of a world that existed not only in the mind of the Greek poets but in the hearts of the humble and long suffering natives of ancient Greece.

Given these comparisons of another adjacent Mediterranean culture, it would appear that a few decades would not even be near enough time for mythology about Jesus Christ to develop into what we read in the New Testament.
Is the New Testament written in mythological form?

While typical Mediterranean and Middle Eastern myth is written with substantial separation of time from the narration of the account, and often with fluid movement between normal physical phenomenon and fantasy, the authors of the New Testament repeatedly claim broad eyewitness testimony, an appeal to the listeners’ own witness of the events, and a warning against falsehood or varying from the given account:

Luke 1:1-4 (NASU)

Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile an account of the things accomplished among us, 2 just as they were handed down to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, 3 it seemed fitting for me as well, having investigated everything carefully from the beginning, to write it out for you in consecutive order, most excellent Theophilus; 4 so that you may know the exact truth about the things you have been taught.
 

Acts 2:22-25, 29-33  (NASU)

22 "Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through Him in your midst, just as you yourselves know-- 23 this Man, delivered over by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by the hands of godless men and put Him to death. 24 "But God raised Him up again, putting an end to the agony of death, since it was impossible for Him to be held in its power. 

29 "Brethren, I may confidently say to you regarding the patriarch David that he both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. 30 And so, because he was a prophet and knew that God had sworn to him with an oath to seat one of his descendants on his throne, 31 he looked ahead and spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that He was neither abandoned to Hades, nor did His flesh suffer decay. 32 This Jesus God raised up again, to which we are all witnesses.”

1 John 1:1-4 (NASU)

What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the Word of Life-- 2 and the life was manifested, and we have seen and testify and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and was manifested to us-- 3 what we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ.    4 These things we write, so that our joy may be made complete. 

Mythological patterns and 1st century Judaism

As noted on page 1, a primary characteristic of myth is that it explains and supports cultural and/or religious practices and beliefs.  But the Christ of the New Testament was not at all compatible with the concept of the Messiah held by 1st century Jews in Judea and Galilee.  While the fervor for a military and political Messiah grew to a boiling point, birthing first the Zealots (Acts 1:13), then the Sicarii (21:38), Jesus neither acted in compliance with that popular belief nor supported it among the disciples, even though the disciples themselves expected Jesus to be that military and political Messiah until the day that He ascended:

Acts 1:6-8 (NASU)

6 So when they had come together, they were asking Him, saying, "Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?" 7 He said to them, "It is not for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His own authority;  8 but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth." 

Yes, but… but isn’t Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection just a copy of pagan myths about a dying and resurrecting god?

There are several problems with such myths being taken as the source for the New Testament accounts of Christ’s death, burial and resurrection:

1) The repeated direct appeal to witnessing these actual events literally and in the context of real history does not match the character of any pagan mythology.  Supposedly similar pagan mythologies were typically pictured in another mystical realm or as allegory, without reference to specific named witnesses.

2) The Judaism surrounding Jerusalem and Judea was particularly opposed to such pagan mythological notions, and would not be a likely cultural root of such accounts, if of pagan origin.
3) Pagan mythologies from prior to New Testament times are typically related to an annual crop cycle, with death in the fall, and resurrection in the spring.

4) Pagan mystery (musterion) cults which have supposed parallels to the New Testament accounts date to after the New Testament era, so cannot possibly be the source of the Christian teaching.  

5) Further, such mystery cults were based on swearing secrecy on threat of death, and the apostles (Paul particularly) used the word musterion for revealing truths openly – unthinkable in the pagan mystery cults.  The pagan mystery cults relied upon secretive mystical rituals and initiation ceremonies, whereas Christians preached simple faith in Christ and public baptism as recognition.
6) The record we have is that none of those who were ultimately witnesses of Christ’s resurrection were expecting it, and in some cases they were extremely shocked and openly antagonistic to the idea of Christ literally being resurrected.  This would include Thomas, who disbelieved the testimony of ten other fellow disciples until he himself saw Christ a week later, and Jesus’ four brothers, who didn’t believe in Him before the resurrection, and even wanted him dead, but they did believe after the resurrection, when at least James saw Christ resurrected.
� A.N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament, 1963, pages 189-190.


� Michael Stewart. "Origins of Greek Mythology", Greek Mythology: From the Iliad to the Fall of the Last Tyrant. � HYPERLINK "http://messagenet.com/myths/neomyth.html" ��http://messagenet.com/myths/neomyth.html�, September 22, 2005


� The exhortation not to vary from what was taught is conveyed in 2 Timothy 1:13; 2:2 & Jude 3.


� See also 1 Corinthians 15:3-10 regarding the specific persons and a total of five hundred who saw Christ raised at once.


� Josh McDowell & Bill Wilson, He Walked Among Us, 1993, pages 175-197.  
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