
on the historicity of jesus richard richard carrier

on the historicity of jesus richard richard carrier is a phrase that captures the scholarly debate

surrounding one of the most controversial figures in religious history. Richard Carrier, a prominent

historian and philosopher, has significantly contributed to the discourse on the existence of Jesus

Christ from a historical perspective. This article explores Carrier's arguments, methodologies, and the

broader context of the historicity debate. By analyzing his work, readers can gain an understanding of

the evidence, skepticism, and academic challenges related to the historical Jesus. The discussion

further delves into the implications of Carrier's views for biblical scholarship and religious studies. This

comprehensive examination aims to present an objective overview that situates Carrier’s contributions

within the wider field of historical Jesus studies. The following sections detail Carrier’s theories, the

evidence he evaluates, and the critical responses his work has elicited.

Richard Carrier’s Approach to the Historicity of Jesus

Arguments Presented by Richard Carrier

Methodological Tools and Historical Analysis

Criticism and Scholarly Responses

Impact on Biblical and Historical Scholarship

Richard Carrier’s Approach to the Historicity of Jesus

Richard Carrier’s approach to the historicity of Jesus is rooted in rigorous historical methodology



combined with philosophical inquiry. Carrier is known for adopting a skeptical stance on the existence

of Jesus as a historical figure, challenging traditional assumptions. His work often emphasizes the

application of Bayesian probability to historical events, arguing that the evidence for Jesus’ existence

does not meet the threshold required for historical certainty. Carrier’s perspective is situated within the

broader academic field of mythicism, which questions the authenticity of Jesus as a historical person.

He scrutinizes ancient texts, early Christian writings, and comparative mythology to build his case

against the conventional narrative.

Historical Skepticism and Mythicism

Carrier aligns with the mythicist position, which posits that Jesus may have been a mythical or

allegorical figure rather than a real individual. He critically examines the sources that mention Jesus,

including the New Testament and non-Christian references, arguing that they are insufficiently

independent or reliable. This skepticism is not a rejection of the possibility of Jesus outright but a call

for higher standards of evidence. Carrier’s approach contrasts with mainstream historians who

generally accept Jesus’ existence based on consensus and historical documentation.

Use of Bayesian Probability

One of Carrier’s notable contributions is his use of Bayesian reasoning in evaluating historical

evidence. This statistical method allows for the assessment of probabilities based on prior knowledge

and new information. Carrier applies Bayesian probability to weigh the likelihood of Jesus’ existence

against alternative hypotheses, such as mythic origins. This quantitative approach aims to bring more

precision to historical debates, moving beyond subjective interpretations and emphasizing evidence-

based conclusions.



Arguments Presented by Richard Carrier

Carrier’s arguments regarding the historicity of Jesus focus on questioning the reliability of early

Christian sources and highlighting parallels between Jesus’ narrative and mythological motifs. He

challenges the assumption that references to Jesus in ancient texts confirm his existence. Instead,

Carrier proposes that the figure of Jesus emerged from a syncretism of religious ideas prevalent in the

ancient Mediterranean world.

Critique of Primary Sources

Carrier scrutinizes the primary sources used to establish Jesus’ historicity, including the Pauline

epistles and the Gospels. He argues that the letters of Paul, often cited as early evidence, do not

provide direct confirmation of Jesus as a historical person but rather reflect a mythologized figure.

Similarly, Carrier contends that the Gospels were written decades after the purported events and

contain legendary embellishments that undermine their historical accuracy.

Mythological Parallels

A key element of Carrier’s thesis is the identification of mythological parallels between Jesus and other

ancient deities or savior figures. He points to common themes such as virgin birth, resurrection, and

miracles, which are prevalent in various religious traditions predating Christianity. These similarities,

according to Carrier, suggest that the Jesus narrative may have been constructed using existing

mythic frameworks rather than historical fact.



Absence of Contemporary Evidence

Carrier emphasizes the scarcity of contemporary, non-Christian evidence for Jesus. He notes that

historical records from the first century outside Christian sources do not provide clear or independent

attestations of Jesus’ life. This absence of corroborative evidence strengthens his argument for

skepticism about the historicity of Jesus.

Methodological Tools and Historical Analysis

Richard Carrier employs a range of methodological tools to analyze the historicity of Jesus, combining

critical textual analysis with probabilistic reasoning and comparative mythology. His interdisciplinary

approach seeks to rigorously evaluate ancient evidence while accounting for the context of early

Christian origins.

Bayesian Historical Method

The Bayesian historical method used by Carrier involves assigning probabilities to hypotheses and

updating these probabilities as new evidence is considered. This method contrasts with traditional

historical criticism by providing a formalized framework for dealing with uncertainties and conflicting

sources. Carrier’s use of this method aims to clarify the degree of confidence historians can

reasonably have about Jesus’ existence.

Textual Criticism and Source Analysis

Carrier applies textual criticism to examine the authenticity, authorship, and dating of early Christian

documents. He questions the traditional attributions and suggests that many texts were written or



edited well after the events they describe. This analysis supports his view that the Jesus narrative

evolved over time rather than being based on eyewitness testimony.

Comparative Mythology

By comparing Jesus’ story with myths from ancient religions such as those of Osiris, Dionysus, and

Mithras, Carrier identifies recurring motifs that challenge the uniqueness and historicity of the Jesus

figure. This comparative approach highlights the cultural and religious environment in which early

Christianity developed and suggests that mythic elements were incorporated into the Jesus narrative.

Criticism and Scholarly Responses

Richard Carrier’s work on the historicity of Jesus has generated significant debate and criticism from

scholars across disciplines. While some recognize the innovative use of Bayesian methods, many

historians and biblical scholars dispute his conclusions and critique his interpretations of the evidence.

Mainstream Historical Criticism

Most mainstream scholars maintain that there is sufficient historical evidence to affirm Jesus’

existence, even if many details of his life remain uncertain. They argue that Carrier’s skepticism is

based on selective reading of sources and an overly stringent application of probabilistic reasoning.

These scholars emphasize the consistency of early Christian testimony and the cultural impact of

Jesus as indicators of historicity.



Methodological Concerns

Critics also raise methodological concerns about Carrier’s use of Bayesian probability, questioning

whether it can be effectively applied to ancient historical events. Some argue that the assumptions

required for Bayesian analysis are too speculative when dealing with fragmentary and biased sources

from antiquity. Additionally, Carrier’s comparative mythology approach is sometimes seen as

oversimplifying complex religious traditions.

Support from Mythicist Scholars

Within the mythicist community, Carrier’s research is regarded as a significant advancement in the

argument against Jesus’ historicity. Some scholars and writers who question the historical Jesus view

Carrier’s work as providing a more rigorous and scholarly foundation for their claims. This support,

however, remains a minority position within academic circles.

Impact on Biblical and Historical Scholarship

The debate sparked by Richard Carrier’s work has influenced both biblical studies and the broader

field of historical research on ancient religions. His arguments have encouraged renewed scrutiny of

sources and methodologies used to study the historicity of religious figures. Carrier’s contributions

have also highlighted the importance of interdisciplinary approaches in historical inquiry.

Encouraging Critical Examination

Carrier’s emphasis on critical examination of sources and the application of formal reasoning

techniques has prompted some scholars to revisit assumptions about early Christian history. This has



led to more nuanced discussions about the nature of evidence and the boundaries of historical

knowledge regarding Jesus.

Expanding Mythicism Discourse

By presenting a detailed and methodical case for mythicism, Carrier has expanded the discourse

beyond fringe theories, bringing it into academic conversations. His work challenges scholars to

address mythicist arguments more comprehensively rather than dismissing them outright.

Influence on Popular Understanding

Beyond academia, Carrier’s writings have influenced popular understanding of the historicity of Jesus,

particularly among secular audiences and those interested in religious skepticism. His accessible

explanations of complex historical methods have made the debate more approachable for a wider

readership.

Summary of Key Points in Richard Carrier’s Historicity Debate

Carrier employs Bayesian probability to assess the likelihood of Jesus’ existence.

He critiques early Christian sources for reliability and independence.

Comparative mythology is used to highlight parallels with other ancient religious figures.

Carrier’s mythicist position challenges mainstream historical consensus.



His work has elicited both scholarly criticism and support within mythicism circles.

Carrier’s approach has influenced critical methodologies in biblical scholarship.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Richard Carrier and what is his position on the historicity of

Jesus?

Richard Carrier is a historian and philosopher known for his advocacy of the Christ myth theory, which

argues that Jesus of Nazareth did not exist as a historical figure.

What is the main argument Richard Carrier presents in 'On the

Historicity of Jesus'?

In 'On the Historicity of Jesus,' Carrier argues that the evidence for Jesus as a historical figure is

insufficient and that Jesus likely originated as a mythical or fictional character.

How does Richard Carrier use Bayesian probability in his analysis of

Jesus' historicity?

Carrier applies Bayesian probability to assess the likelihood of Jesus' existence by weighing historical

evidence, concluding that the probability of Jesus being a real person is low.

What are some criticisms of Richard Carrier's 'On the Historicity of

Jesus'?

Critics argue that Carrier's methodology is flawed, that he selectively interprets evidence, and that his



conclusions are not widely accepted among biblical scholars and historians.

How has the scholarly community responded to Carrier's thesis in 'On

the Historicity of Jesus'?

The scholarly community has largely rejected Carrier's thesis, with most historians affirming the

existence of Jesus as a historical figure based on available evidence.

Does Richard Carrier's work influence popular debates about Jesus'

existence?

Yes, Carrier's work has influenced popular discussions and debates about the historicity of Jesus,

especially among secular and skeptical audiences.

Where can one find Richard Carrier's book 'On the Historicity of

Jesus'?

'On the Historicity of Jesus' is available in print and digital formats through major book retailers and

can also be accessed on Richard Carrier's official website.

Additional Resources

1. On the Historicity of Jesus: Why We Might Have Reason for Doubt by Richard Carrier

This book presents a comprehensive argument for the mythicist position, suggesting that Jesus of

Nazareth may not have been a historical figure. Carrier employs Bayesian probability to analyze

historical evidence and challenges traditional assumptions about the existence of Jesus. His work is

notable for its rigorous application of historical methodology and critical examination of early Christian

texts.

2. Proving History: Bayes's Theorem and the Quest for the Historical Jesus by Richard Carrier

In this book, Carrier explores the use of Bayes's Theorem as a tool for historical inquiry, particularly



regarding the question of Jesus' existence. He demonstrates how probabilistic reasoning can be

applied to evaluate historical claims and evidence. The work serves as both a methodological guide

and a case study in historical skepticism.

3. Jesus from Outer Space: What the Earliest Christians Really Believed about Christ by Richard

Carrier

Carrier investigates early Christian beliefs and the development of the Christ myth, arguing that the

earliest followers of Jesus may have understood him in a more mythical or celestial sense rather than

as a terrestrial historical figure. This book delves into the origins of Christian theology and the

transformation of Jesus' identity over time. It challenges conventional narratives about the historical

Jesus.

4. Not the Impossible Faith: Why Christianity Didn't Need a Miracle to Succeed by Richard Carrier

This work examines the spread of Christianity from a sociological and historical perspective,

questioning the necessity of miracles in its early success. Carrier argues that Christianity’s growth can

be explained through naturalistic factors without invoking supernatural events, including the historicity

of Jesus. The book provides context for understanding early Christian history and belief systems.

5. Jesus Mythicism: An Introduction by Richard Carrier

A concise overview of the mythicist position, this book introduces readers to the arguments and

evidence suggesting that Jesus may not have existed historically. Carrier outlines critical perspectives

on the sources traditionally used to support Jesus' historicity. It serves as an accessible entry point for

those new to the debate.

6. The Historicity of Jesus: A Critical Review of the Evidence by Richard Carrier

In this critical review, Carrier scrutinizes the historical evidence for Jesus’ existence, offering skeptical

analysis of primary sources such as the Gospels and Pauline epistles. He challenges the reliability and

authenticity of these texts as historical documents. The book encourages readers to reconsider

commonly held assumptions about Jesus’ life.

7. Myth, Memory, and the Making of Early Christianity by Richard Carrier



Carrier explores how myth and collective memory shaped the early Christian movement and its

narratives about Jesus. He emphasizes the role of cultural and religious contexts in the formation of

Christian traditions. This book contributes to understanding how historical and mythical elements

intertwine in the origins of Christianity.

8. Jesus and the Evidence: A Reassessment of the Historical Arguments by Richard Carrier

This reassessment addresses the various historical arguments used to affirm Jesus' existence,

critically evaluating their strengths and weaknesses. Carrier provides a detailed examination of

sources, including non-Christian references to Jesus. The book invites readers to engage with the

evidence through a skeptical and analytical lens.

9. The Case Against the Historical Jesus by Richard Carrier

Carrier systematically presents the case that the historical Jesus is a mythological construct rather

than a real person. He compiles and analyzes arguments from multiple disciplines, including history,

theology, and textual criticism. This book is a thorough presentation of mythicism aimed at challenging

traditional historical views.
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