Are there more than 4 gospels?

As we approach the Christian celebration of Easter, it seems inevitable that many of us will be exposed to something from a secular media source that will seek to contradict the church’s traditional understanding of the life of Jesus.  Atheistic or liberal scholars will be brought on camera or quoted in articles seeking to enlighten the feeble masses as to the ‘real story’ about Jesus and the church.  Oftentimes these attacks on the orthodox view of the faith come in the form of raising doubts about the Bible from which we get our information about Jesus.  Skeptics will refer to the ‘Gospel of Thomas’ or the ‘Gospel of Peter’ as though these alternative gospels carry as much authority as Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.

Often the impression is given that those who are familiar only with the New Testament for their views of Jesus are lacking the more complete picture.  Those of an anti-Christian perspective allege that these other documents were probably suppressed by the early church because they did not fit with the agenda of those in power.  They find evidence of conspiracy and intrigue along the lines of Dan Brown’s novel, ‘The Davinci Code’.  Richard Dawkins represents this group when he says, ‘The four gospels that made it into the official canon were chosen, more or less arbitrarily, out of a larger sample of at least a dozen including the Gospels of Thomas, Peter, Nicodemus . . . Mary Magdalene’.  

Did the early church arbitrarily reject certain documents that could give us a more accurate view of Jesus and the movement He started? 

I don’t believe so.  The fact of the matter is that the early church did what one would have expected the church to do with writings containing false and inaccurate information about the life and teachings of Jesus.  They rejected them, not because there was a conspiracy to cover-up but because the writings surfaced later than the 1st century and were in contradiction to the apostolic gospels.  Some of the spurious ‘gospels’ and narratives portrayed the child Jesus as doing miracles such as making birds out of clay and giving them life – or turning other children into goats.  One of the skeptic’s favorites, the Gospel of Thomas, has Jesus making the bizarre statement that ‘every female who makes herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven.’  This was arbitrarily rejected?  I don’t think so.  

The early church wisely dismissed these writings because they did not reflect an authentic or credible witness to the truth.  Their late date of origin [mid to late 2nd century] made it impossible for them to have been written by the named apostles.  No conspiracy was needed.  The church just did with them what you and I would do with a bad history book.  Throw it away.  

In contrast, there is an overwhelming body of evidence that shows the early church accepted and received four and only four canonical gospels as trustworthy sources on the life of Christ - the writings we know as Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

The church father Irenaeus [late 2nd century] said that there must be four gospels ‘as surely as there are four winds of heaven.’  Church father Origen wrote a commentary on Matthew and John [c. 250 AD].  The Gospel of Matthew is quoted by Justin Martyr as early as 146 AD.  Eusebius [bishop of Caesarea – ca. 314] listed the books acknowledged by all in the church and referenced only 4 gospels – that of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.

When one examines the arguments of those who wish to cloud the early church’s witness to the events of the life of Christ, they find a great lack in substance and honest dealing with the facts.  Yes, we’ll continue to see these ‘other’ gospels paraded around and the orthodox view of Jesus questioned.  A Christian conspiracy theory somehow makes a more interesting headline than repeating the traditional version of the story.  However, we can be confident that the overwhelming body of New Testament scholarship finds a much more responsible early church that passed along to us a faithful witness in reference to the life and person of Jesus Christ.  It is from this witness that we hear of the Son of God crucified for sinners, the empty tomb on the third day, and the risen Lord appearing to the women and to His disciples on that glorious resurrection Sunday.

And as John wrote in his gospel, 

‘these have been written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may have life in His name.’  [John 20:31]
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