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The Speaker - Rev Dr Gordon Wong, an expert in Old Testament studies is a PhD degree holder from The University of Cambridge, England. He has been a fulltime faculty member at Trinity Theological College, Singapore since 1995. He is known to be a gifted teacher and a good communicator. Being an ordained Methodist pastor for 20 years, he is rich in pastoral experience. 

	


THE DA VINCI CODE and THE BIBLE

From Fiction to Facts

Dan Brown’s bestseller “The Da Vinci Code” makes some astounding claims that have taken the world and the Christian church by storm. How much truth is there in The Da Vinci Code? Did Jesus father a child with Mary Magdalene? Is our present Bible very different from the Bible used by the earliest Christians? Was belief in Jesus as the Son of God a late fabrication by Emperor Constantine in the 4th century AD? Do Christians need to be concerned?
Introduction: Relax! The book is fiction.

· The novel’s marketing success: controversy and conspiracy theories (religion and art)

· The novel’s storyline and appeal

· [image: image7.jpg]


The novel’s author: what Dan Brown says on his website (www.danbrown.com)
· The novel’s claims: Three sensational charges against modern Christian beliefs
a. Jesus was married and had a son!

b. Today’s Bible is not the true or correct Bible!
c. The early church did not preach or believe that Jesus was Son of God.

1.
Did Jesus marry Mary Magdalene and father a child?

What the fiction implies: There is plenty of evidence that Jesus was married to Mary and had a child (chapter 58, p.266)
.

The facts: 

1. Fact: The Coptic text scholars call The Gospel of Philip does exist and it does contain a paragraph describing Mary as Jesus’ “companion”.
Fiction: The Gospel of Philip was one of the earliest Christian records and tells us clearly that Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene.

Fact: The Gospel of Philip was a late 2nd century (or 3rd century) AD text. It is not an early Christian record.
Fiction: The Gospel of Philip tells us clearly that Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene. “Teabing flipped through the book and pointed out several other passages that, to Sophie’s surprise clearly suggested Magdalene and Jesus had a romantic relationship.” (chap.58, p.266)

Fact: The cited word “companion” (koinonos) does not literally mean “spouse” (either in Coptic or Aramaic
). There are only two lines in the whole Gospel of Philip that might conceivably be regarded as describing a romantic or marital relationship between Jesus and Mary. The romantic or marital interpretation is possible, but most improbable because of the Gospel’s Gnostic character (Gnostics despised physical relationships).

2. Fact: Brown’s expert cites no ancient evidence for the idea of Jesus fathering a child! His “arguments” (??) may be summed up as follows: 

a) The (Old) French words for “Holy Grail” (San Greal) can be re-divided to read “Royal Blood”! (= Sang Real) (chap. 58, p.271)
b) there are several modern 20th century (!!) books that propound this theory (chap.60, p.273)

c) There is a secret “code” in Leonardo Da Vinci’s painting The Last Supper (!!)

Fact: The (Old) French words, the 20th century books cited and Da Vinci’s painting all exist! Fiction: These are credible clues that Jesus had a child!
3. Fact: The Bible includes very positive views of women: as disciples (Luke 8:1-2), benefactors (Luke 8:3; Mark 15:41), workers (Rom 16:12), teachers (Priscilla in Acts 18:26; 2 Tim 4:19), prophets (Luke 2:36; Acts 21:9; 1 Cor 11:5), apostles (Junia in Rom 16:7 is almost certainly a woman). Fiction: The Bible puts women down.
Why Christians can relax! Even if Jesus was married, this would not contradict Christian teaching. Marriage is viewed positively in the Bible. The same is true for Jesus’ alleged child. Nothing in the Bible or our Christian faith would be seriously affected by this. On the question of plausibility, however, it would be difficult to explain why there are no records of Jesus’ marriage and fatherhood if this actually happened. The Brown story remains firmly in the realm of pure fiction!
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2.
Are the books in our Bible the wrong ones?
1. What the fiction implies: That today’s Bible was collated by Constantine (chap 55; p.251) in the 4th century AD.
What are the facts? 

1. Fact: There is evidence that Constantine asked the Church for 50 copies of the Bible for distribution throughout churches in the Roman Empire (cf. Eusebius’ Life of Constantine)

Fiction: Constantine was the key figure in deciding the Bible’s final composition.

Fact: The history of the formation of the Bible was a long and gradual process that did not start nor end with Constantine! Our present New Testament canon of 27 books was formally confirmed by Bishop Augustine around 393 AD. Augustine was born (354 AD) after Constantine’s death (337 AD).

2. What the fiction implies: That Christians in the earliest churches read, as part of their Bible, “earlier gospels” such as The Gospels of Philip and Mary (chap. 55, p.254). Constantine’s 4th century Bible was radically different from the Bible of Christians in the 1st three centuries.

What are the facts? 

2. Fact: In the early church years, there was no bound Bible of 27 New Testament books. Individual books (parchments and scrolls) of Scripture were read in the early churches before the Bible as a whole canon was formed.

Fiction: The Gospels of Philip and Mary were used widely by Christians as Scripture in the earliest churches.

Fact: There is no evidence that the Gospels of Philip and Mary were ever accepted in the early church as Scripture. They are not mentioned in any of the church lists or letters in existence. In contrast, there is strong evidence that today’s 4 Bible Gospels were read and revered as Scripture by 1st century churches. For example,
· The Muratorian Fragment (ca.150 AD) lists the Bible’s Gospels among writings regarded as authoritative.
· Irenaeus (ca.178) quotes 1,075 passages from 22 NT books, 626 times from our 4 Gospels.
3. What the fiction implies: Constantine destroyed “thousands” of earlier Christian writings which portrayed the true story of Jesus as a human being who married Mary and had a child (= “the true Grail story”). (chap. 55, p.254)
What are the facts?
3. Fact: Historical records indicate that Constantine authorised the destruction of heresies and their books. (cf. Eusebius’ Life of Constantine)

i) Fiction: The books or gospels destroyed by Constantine contained the true historical record of Jesus’ life, marriage and child.

i) Fact: There is no evidence to suggest that any of these “omitted” books were even records of Jesus’ life at all, let alone “true” records! The two “Gospels” (Philip and Mary) that the fiction cites are not records of Jesus’ life! The Gospel of Philip is a random collection of Gnostic ideas and sayings. The fragments of the Gospel of Mary record Mary telling the disciples things that Jesus is supposed to have revealed to her in private. Jesus is no longer present on earth in The Gospel of Mary. Neither Gospel speaks clearly of Jesus’ marriage (nor mentions any child).

ii) Fiction: These “earlier” non-Bible gospels were destroyed because they portrayed Jesus as a true human being, not Son of God.

ii) Fact: Most of the non-Bible gospels that we have do not present Jesus as more human! They present him as even more divine! E.g. The Infancy Gospel of Thomas.
iii) Fiction: “As I mentioned,” Teabing clarified, “the early Church needed to convince the world that the mortal prophet Jesus was a divine being. Therefore, any gospels that described earthly aspects of Jesus’ life had to be omitted from the Bible.” (chap.58, p.264)

iii) Fact: The Gospels included in today’s Bible do portray “earthly aspects” of a human Jesus! The fictional “expert” Teabing hasn’t studied the Bible Gospels! The Jesus of the Bible gets physically tired (John 4:6) and thirsty (John 19:28), cries and gets depressed (John 11:35; Matt 26:37-38), feels let down by friends (Matt 26:40), seeks privacy (Mark 7:24), cringes at the prospect of death (Matt 26:39,42,44), perspires and prays (Luke 22:44), feels forsaken by God (Mark 15:34). These are very “human” characteristics! 

Why Christians can relax! The evidence indicates that the Bible we have today is essentially the same Bible that was read and revered by the majority of Christians in the first two centuries. There is no evidence that suggests otherwise.
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3.
Did early Christians believe in Jesus as the Son of God?
What the fiction implies: That before the Council of Nicaea in AD 325, Jesus was never believed to be the Son of God! It was Emperor Constantine who needed to invent this idea in order to unite the whole Roman Empire! (chapter 55, page 253)

The facts: 

1. Fact: There was a Council at Nicaea in 325 AD that discussed the divinity of Christ.

Fiction: Christians did not preach or believe that Jesus was divine (Son of God) until the vote in AD 325!

Fact: The Council of Nicaea did not invent or debate the idea of Jesus’ divinity. It debated the question of how Jesus’ divinity as Son should be understood in relation to God the Father. Was Jesus to be understood as fully equal with God the Father, or a lesser God in some way?

Fact: The New Testament books and letters from early Christian leaders prove that belief in Jesus as Son of God was widespread by at least early 2nd century AD.

· Matthew – written around AD 70 (either just before or just after)
· John – written before AD 150 (at the latest)
· Letters and statements of early Christian leaders before Constantine

Why Christians can relax! There is undisputed evidence that early believers in the church of Jesus Christ preached and believed that Jesus was and is the Son of God, and the majority of Christians today do so as well. The existence of evidence that not everybody believed in Jesus as the Son of God is hardly shocking news! Not everyone today believes in the divinity of Jesus either!


For those who want to “Seek the Truth” for themselves
On the real Jesus: Read the Bible Gospels! For more, consider …

· R.T. France, Jesus the Radical: A Portrait of the Man they Crucified (Leicester: IVP; Regent College Publishing, 1989). Originally The Man They Crucified (IVP, 1975).
· Philip Yancey, The Jesus I Never Knew (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995, 2002)
· Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ: A Journalist’s Personal Investigation of the Evidence for Jesus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998).
· R.T. France, The Evidence for Jesus (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1986). 

· F.F. Bruce, Jesus and Christian Origins Outside the New Testament (London: Hodder & Stoughton; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974)

The Gnostic Texts:

· The Gospel of Philip is translated in James M. Robinson (ed.), The Nag Hammadi Library in English (First edition 1977; revised edition; Leiden: EJ Brill, 1988; New York: HarperCollins, 1990) 

An online translation at http://www.gnosis.org/naghamm/gop.html
· For text of the Gospel of Mary, see Karen King, The Gospel of Mary of Magdala: Jesus and the First Woman Apostle ( California: Polebridge Press, 2003) 
An online translation: http://www.gnosis.org/library/marygosp.htm

On the Canon and History of the Bible’s formation

· F.F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture (Glasgow: Chapter Press; Downers Grove: IVP, 1988).

· Bruce M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Oxford/New York: OUP, 1987)
On the important place of Women in the Bible and early church

· Ben Witherington III, Women in the Ministry of Jesus (Cambridge: CUP, 1984); Women in the Earliest Churches (Cambridge: CUP, 1988)

· Tikva Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses: Women, Culture and the Biblical Transformation of Pagan Myth (New York: Ballantine, 1992). See especially chapter 11 “Gender and Its Image: Women in the Bible”, pp.118-143.

On the debate over Christ’s divinity in relation to God the Father

· Maurice Wiles, “The Divine Christ” in his book The Christian Fathers (3rd edition; London: SCM, 1977), pp. 24-54.
· R.A. Norris, Jr., The Christological Controversy (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980).
On alleged Pagan influences on Christianity

· Ronald H. Nash, The Gospel and the Greeks: Did the New Testament Borrow from Pagan Thought? (2nd edition, P&R Publishing, 2003).
· Bruce M. Metzger, Historical and Literary studies: Pagan, Jewish, and Christian (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968)

For a detailed review and critique of the novel:
Ben Witherington III, The Gospel Code (IVP, 2004), especially chapters 1-6.

http://www.envoymagazine.com/PlanetEnvoy/Review-DaVinci-part2-Full.htm
	Editorial Addition
· Robert M. Solomon, Faith & Fiction: The Fallacy of The Da Vinci Code and the Facts of Christianity (Singapore: Genesis Books, 2006).
· Josh McDowell, The Da Vinci Code: A Quest for Answers (Imprint Edition; Singapore: Campus Crusade Asia, 2006)  


What’s the Fuss? (or Why we can’t just Relax??)


It’s fiction, but many believe it as fact!


It’s fiction, but it’s offensive fiction!!


It’s fiction that has sold almost 40 million copies!!











� Page numbers refer to the 2003 paperback edition published by Doubleday.


� Brown’s fictional expert implies that the word is Aramaic. It is actually in Coptic.
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