Are there more than 4 gospels?
Matthew 28:6 – ‘He is not here, for He has risen, just as He said.  Come see the place where He was lying.’
As we approach Resurrection Sunday, most of us will likely hear something from a secular media source, whether on a television news program, or in a newspaper or web article, that contradicts the church’s understanding of Jesus.  Oftentimes these attacks on the orthodox view of the faith come in the form of raising doubts about the Scriptures from which we get our information about Jesus and the forming of the early church.  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.  
Unfortunately, the average churchgoer is easily confused by these references to ‘other’ gospels and often lacks any real grasp of why these other works were rejected by the early church.  Oftentimes these writings are presented as giving useful, additional information about Jesus and the early church.  Worse, some accuse the early church of having suppressed these writings because they did not fit with the orthodox agenda.  They find evidence of conspiracy and intrigue along the lines of Dan Brown’s novel, ‘The Davinci Code’.

The fact of the matter is that early church did what one would have expected the church to do with writings that contained false and inaccurate information about the life and teachings of Jesus.  They rejected them, not because there was a conspiracy to cover-up factual information but because they found these writings to be inaccurate and inconsistent with the teachings of the apostles who laid the foundational body of Christian teaching in the church [Eph. 2:20].  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.  One of the skeptic’s favorites is the Gospel of Thomas.  In this ‘Gospel’ Jesus makes the bizarre statement that ‘every female who makes herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven.’  

The early church wisely dismissed these writings.  They didn’t reflect an authentic or credible witness to the truth.  Further, many of these writings betrayed a late date in authorship [at least late 2nd century] making it impossible for them to have been written by the genuine apostles of Peter or Thomas.  These writings were considered to be pseudapigrapha – or a writing falsely claiming to have been written by someone other than the real author.  There is no evidence of conspiratorial cover up here – just the plain rejection of inauthentic material.
In contrast, the early church’s witness to the writings we know as Matthew, Mark, Luke and John is quite substantial and reflects their general and widespread acceptance as authoritative in the church.  

The church father Irenaeus [late 2nd century] said that there must be four gospels ‘as surely as there are four winds of heaven.’  

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. 
Andrew Walls comments on the 27 books of the New Testament canon, “Most second century writers, going back to Ignatius and even the first century Clement, quote or allude to words from the Lord or NT books, with or without a formula like “it is written,” in such a way as to show that the texts are perfectly familiar to them and their readers and accepted by both as authoritative.”  [Expositor’s Bible Commentary – Vol. 1, p. 640]
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.
Phillip Schaff, an industrious NT scholar, made the insightful statement: ‘A careful study of the ecclesiastical writers of the second and third centuries, and especially of the numerous Apocryphal Acts, Epistles, and Apocalypses, leaves on the mind a strong impression of the immeasurable superiority of the New Testament in purity and truthfulness, simplicity and majesty; and this superiority points to a special agency of the Spirit of God, without which that book of books is an inexplicable mystery.’  [History of the Christian Church – vol. 1 – p. 217]
The reality is that 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 the arguments greatly lacking in substance.  Granted, that won’t stop the secular media from pretending there is a point to be made – especially at this time of year.  Presenting the orthodox and traditional version of Christianity does not make a news headline.  However, if some gospel skeptic throws out a new twist to the Christian story, secular media finds great interest.  Rather than buying into the latest conspiracy theory, we can be confident that the gospels we possess in the New Testament have withstood the scrutiny of able scholars.  The overwhelming body of serious and  honest scholarship finds a much more responsible early church that was led and directed by the Holy Spirit to make sure that we have a faithful witness passed down to us that we might have accurate information regarding the life and person of Jesus Christ.
And as John wrote in his gospel, we are given this information so that we might believe.
‘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]

He is Risen Indeed
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