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1. The Book  the W or ld is Readi ng
With 8 million copies in print, TheDa Vinci Codehasachieved unprecedented success
since it debuted at Number Oneon theNewYork Timesbest seller list, simultaneously
topping best seller listson theWall Street Journal, Publishers Weekly, and even the
Sydney Morning Herald. Columbia filmsmay turn it into aRon Howard directed movie,
slated to star either Russell Crowe, Tom Hanks, Hugh Jackman, or GeorgeClooney.
Peopleareseen reading it in airports, trains, and buses; and when it won theBooksense
2004 Book of the Year award, it wasdescribed as “ fast-paced, enthralling, and simply
impossible to put down.” Forget Harry Potter: this is thebook theworld is raving about.

“So what?” wemight ask. “Therehavebeen other action thrillers.” But thisbook does
seem to do something more than just entertain. At theBooksense2004 Awards, it also
received praiseon another level: “This isoneof those rarebooks that comesalong and
makesyou question everything you thought you knew about religion, art, and what you
were taught in school.”

So significant and influential has thisbook been that it has given rise to aspateof
responses. Leading New Testament scholars likeDarrell Bock and Ben Witherington,
amongst others, havewritten full-length books refuting claimsmade in The Da Vinci
Codeabout JesusChrist, the Bibleand theChurch. [Seeend of thisarticle for details.]

What is thisbook, to cause thesekindsof reactionsand responses?Thestory goes
something like this. (Spoilersdo follow, although theending won’ t be revealed here.)

2. The Stor y
While in Paris to givea lecture, aHarvard expert in codesand symbols, ‘symbologist’
Robert Langdon, receivesan urgent late-night phonecall. Theelderly curator of the
Louvrehasbeen found murdered inside the museum.

Near thebody, policehave found abaffling cipher, which includesLangdon’s name.
And so beginsan exciting search through numerous riddlesand codes, many of which are
hidden in Leonardo DaVinci’spaintings, to discover not just themurderer of thecurator,
but something far more important: the truth about thegreatest riddleand best kept secret
of all time.

Langdon joins forceswith agifted French cryptologist and granddaughter of the
murdered man—Sophie (‘wisdom’) Neveu (‘new’)—and learns the latecurator was
involved in thePriory of Sion, asecret society whoseGrand Mastersaresaid to have
included Sir Isaac Newton, Botticelli, Victor Hugo, and DaVinci himself.

Sophieand Langdon discover together (yes, there isabudding romance too!) that the
Louvrecurator has sacrificed his life to protect thePriory’smost sacred trust: the location
and the truth about themost important, and desired, religious relic of all time—theHoly
Grail.

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com



Langdon and Sophiehave to match witswith a facelesspowerbroker, an ambitious
bishop and amurderousmonk, all of whom areconnected with theconservative lay-
Catholic organisation OpusDei, which isplotting to seize the Priory’ssecret. OpusDei
hasknown the truth about theHoly Grail for centuries, and hopes that it will never be
revealed.

What is this truth?That theHoly Grail wasanever an object (such as acup), but a
person. A clue is found in DaVinci’sTheLast Supper: when you look closely at the
painting, a figure on Jesus’ right, usually presumed to bePeter, turnsout on closer
inspection to be feminine—an attractivewoman with long auburn hair. She isnoneother
than Mary Magdalene, thewifeof Jesusand mother of his child. She is theHoly Grail:
the ‘vessel’ containing the ‘blood’ (that is, thebloodline) of Jesus. Mary Magdalene fled
Jerusalem after Jesus’ crucifixion and settled in France, whereher descendantshave long
lived.

3. The ‘New W i sdom ’ abou t Jesus
Perhaps thisstory is just another ridiculousand fanciful tale. But Dan Brown issetting
out to popularise the theoriesof scholarswho believe this reading of Jesus’ life is found
in many of theGospels. But by ‘Gospel’ they do not mean the biblical Gospels (Matthew,
Mark, Lukeand John)—they mean aset of other ‘more reliable’ Gospels.

A long passage in thestory revolvesaround another main character, Sir Leigh Teabing, a
world expert on theHoly Grail. He tellsLangdon and Sophie that in fact therewere80
gospelswhich wereconsidered for theNew Testament, but only a few werechosen by
theemperor Constantine in the fourth-century AD. Why these few?To quote:

The fundamental irony of Christianity is that theBible aswe know it today was
collated by thepagan Roman emperor Constantine theGreat. […] Constantine
was a very good businessman. He could see that Christianity was on the rise,
and he simply backed thewinning horse. [p. 232, Bantam 2003 edition]

Then at theCouncil of Niceathebishopsdeclared Jesusdivine:

[U]ntil that moment in history Jesus was viewed by his followers as a mortal
prophet … Not the Son of God … Many scholars claim that the early church
literally stole Jesus from his original followers, hijacking his human message,
shrouding it in an impenetrable cloak of divinity and using it to expand their
power. [p. 233]

Teabing (or is it Dan Brown?) continues [p. 235]: “What I mean is that almost everything
our fathers taught usabout Christ is false.” Here iswhy thebook hascaused such a
storm. It assertswecannot trust our Bible, which isnothing more than aman-made
document, theproduct of the ‘winners’ of history. In fact, thereexist many other gospels,
known as theGnostic gospels, which actually giveusamorehistorically accuratepicture
of thehistorical Jesus.

Nor can we trust thechurch, which hasalwayshidden the truth and oppressed opponents,
to increaseand maintain itspower. After all, achurch which deliberately coversup the
truth about the rampant sexual abuseby itsclergy would certainly bewilling to cover up
the truth about Jesus.

Dan Brown himself hascomeout publicly and said that hebelieves the thingshe has
written about JesusChrist. When hewasasked how much of thebook isbased on reality
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hesaid, “Absolutely all of it—all of the art, architecture, secret rituals, secret societies, all
of that ishistorical fact.”  [http://www.danbrown.com/media/todayshow.htm]

4. Test i m ony  to Jesus
Oneof themoreuninformed claimsof TheDa Vinci Code is that thesealternative
Gnostic Gospelspresent uswith thehuman and historical Jesus. But of course, what is
most striking about theGnostic accountsof Jesus is theway they actually downplay the
historical Jesus in their preference for thespiritual, transcendent Jesus. So in awriting
called Actsof John, dating from the2nd century, John speaksabout the risen Jesus and
says, “ I will tell you another glory, brothers: sometimeswhen I meant to touch him I
encountered amaterial, solid body; but at other timesagain when I felt him, hissubstance
was immaterial … as if hedid not exist at all.”  When this ‘John’ checked for Jesus’
footprints, he found he’d left none.

But compare that account with theclear, emphatic, unambiguouswordsof the real John,
who lived and worked alongsideJesus for threeyears, in theopening words to oneof his
letters:

That which was from thebeginning, which we haveheard, which we haveseen
with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched--this we
proclaim concerning the Word of life. 2The life appeared; we have seen it and
testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father
and has appeared to us. 3We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so
that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the
Father and with hisSon, JesusChrist. 4We write this to make our joy complete.
[1 John 1:1-4]

John beginswith an almost laborious repetition of theway hehashad first-hand
experienceof Jesus, ‘ the word of life’ . Three timesJohn tellsof hisqualifications to
speak and writeabout Jesus. In v1, he issomeonewhom they haveheard, and haveseen
with their eyes, and looked closely at, and touched with their hands. In v2, “wehave
seen … and testify” to this ‘word of li fe’. In v3, what they proclaim is “ that which we
haveseen and heard” .

Theevidence isoverwhelming that John theGospel writer isJohn the letter writer, and
that John thewriter isJohn follower of Jesus. Thisevidence includes the fact theearliest
Christian writersall acknowledge that thewriter of lettersand Gospel was the ‘beloved
disciple’ who outran Peter to theempty tomb of the risen Jesus. In his letter, John
explicitly identifieshimself as someone who knew, saw, spokewith and touched Jesus.

No-onedenies that theman who wrote the letter called ‘1 John’ also wrote theGospel of
John; but even so, somescholarsargue that thiswriter wasnot theapostlecalled John.
We live in sceptical times. What scholarsattempt to sidestep highlightsaprincipleof the
modern practicebiblical studies: that if it looks likeaduck, walks likeaduck and quacks
likeaduck, it must beacamel in disguise. Apparently then, if awriter says that hesaw,
touched and heard Jesus, and identifieshimself elsewhereas thebeloved disciple, and
every ancient authority close to theevent identifieshim as John—then apparently, those
who live two thousand years later may declarewith authority that it must beanybody
except John. Weneed to ask, firstly, who is in themore likely position to get it right; and
secondly, whether therearequestionsof social standing within the ‘ tribe’ of biblical
scholars that prevent modern scholars from agreeing with theancient authorities.

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com



Of course, thewholematter is more than just ahistorical debate. Thequestion of
authorship goes right to theheart of theauthority of 1 John 1:1. If we reject apostolic
authorship, wecan reject theclaim of thisverse, and so can reject all that John goeson to
say about Jesus. Humansdesperately want to reject the reliability of theeyewitnesses—
not becausewe lack enough evidence that thiswastheapostleJohn, but fundamentally,
becausewedon’t want to submit ourselves to theChrist that John presents to us. If we
can convinceourselves that thewriter didn’ t see, hear, touch and know Jesus, then we
can write theoff theJesusof theBible, asDan Brown presumably does, asso much
historical fiction.

Who, then, is theJesusChrist of theBible?

5. The I ncar nate Jesus

a) Divine
In John’sopening words, JesusChrist “was from thebeginning” . He isdivinity incarnate.
In TheDa Vinci Codehowever, Teabing claims that Jesus’ divinity wasmerely the result
of aclose voteof thebishopsat theCouncil of Nicea in the fourth century AD. But that is
not John’sexperience. Writing probably no later than in the last decadeof the1st
century, but possibly asearly as70 or even 65 AD, thosewho knew Jesus intimately
knew him as theonewho “was from thebeginning,” and who could also bedescribed as
“theword of life.” It gradually becameclear to John and others in Jesus’ circle that this
man Jesuswaswith the Father “ from thebeginning,” who was then revealed and made
known in the flesh.

Here is thevery samepoint made in the Gospel of John: that Jesuswaspre-existent, and
with God beforeall things. This isa truth John hasheard, becauseof course it was the
wordsof Jesus that unveiled hiseternal relationship with theFather. But John hasalso
seen it. Beforehisvery eyes, the reality of God living amongst them had become clear.

On theother hand, othershad seen that same life, and witnessed the samesigns that John
did, but had failed to draw thesameconclusion. Why?BecauseJohn heard, saw, and
beheld. That is, heunderstood and grasped what was right beforehiseyes. The followers
of Jesusunderstood who hewas.

Jesus’ divinity wasn’ t the result of themisguided devotion of his followersafter his
death, or theapotheosisof Jesus by theheretic Paul, or thecollusion of power-hungry
bishopscenturies later. It was theundeniableconclusion of all who walked, talked,
touched, and lived with thisman.

But if theChrist they saw was “ from thebeginning,” hewas also every bit aman.

b) Human
Oneof themost provocative claimsof TheDa Vinci Code is that Jesusmarried Mary
Magdalene, who gavebirth to adaughter. Actually, theonly evidenceBrown mounts for
thisclaim comes from fourteenth-century paintingsby DaVinci: hardly compelling
proof. Even thesupposedly authoritativeGnostic gospelsdon’ t make that claim. The
closest they come isa reference to Jesuskissing Mary. Most commentators agree thekiss
ismetaphor, not literal.

Even so, wemust ask: would it matter if Jesuskissed Mary?Would it matter if Jesus
married, or had children?If wesomehow thought that Jesuscouldn’ t havehad legitimate
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sexual relationshipswith awoman and been a father, that would bewhat theologianscall
a ‘docetic’ view of Christ—meaning aview of Christ that simply cannot believe that God
isable to becomeproperly human. (Such viewswereconnected to early Greek thought,
like that of the fifth century BC philosopher Plato. TheseGreek viewsheld that the
‘ reality’ that is truly ‘ real’, and which mattersmost, ishidden somewhereoff in a
spiritual world; whereasour material reality here is lowly, temporary, decaying, and
contemptible.)

Christiansbelieve that Jesus was fully human: that hewasaphysical, emotional,
intellectual, and sexual being. His body could producesperm asmuch as it could produce
sweat and saliva. There isnothing about thenatureof Jesus’ humanity that would lead us
to an ancient Greek view of Jesuswhich thinks of hisphysicality asunreal, or
unimportant, or contemptible.

Why, then, do webelieveJesusdid not marry Mary? Simply becauseall theearliest and
most reliabledocumentspresent him as single. It isour commitment to respect historical
data that leadsus to affirm Jesus’ singleness.

TheapostleJohn proclaims to us theJesusheknew. Heknew Jesusaswell asyou know
your closest friend. TheJesusheknew was theChrist, who isGod-with-us.

c) Life-giving
John tells uswhy thisknowledge isso important. Why can’t we just ignore theDan
Brownsof thisworld every time they raise their unbelieving heads?Wemust respond to
books likeTheDa Vinci CodebecauseJohn tells us it isa life-and-death matter [vv 2b-3].
ThisJesus isabout “eternal life” . To respond to Jesus is to enjoy fellowship with the
community of believers, but more importantly, fellowship with God himself. Nothing less
than aperson’seternity isat stake.

Elsewhere in his letter, John goeson to explain thestraightforward consequenceof this
life-and-death aspect of Jesus. “Who is the liar? It is theman who denies that Jesus is the
Christ.  Such aman is theantichrist—hedenies theFather and theSon. No onewho
denies theSon has the Father; whoever acknowledges the Son has theFather also.” [1 Jn
2:22-23]

Like theantichristsof John’schurch, Dan Brown calls himself aChristian. Like them, he
isdeceiving peopleand ultimately severing their relationship with theFather, by
destroying their knowledgeof Jesus, in whom iseternal life.

6. Conclu sion
In avery fine review of TheDa Vinci Code, Mike Frost askswhereare theChristian
novelists, filmmakers, poetsor painters? Whereare theevangelical Dan Brown’swho
will write trueblockbuster thrillers that storm to the top of thebestselling charts?

That isagood question. But on theother hand—who is really going to read such books?
Who will read and loveabook which tells the truth about JesusChrist?Will abook about
thehistorical JesusChrist who waspre-existent with the Father before theworld was
made really take thepublishing world by storm?Doesanyonewant anovel about the
Onewho came to lay down his life for asinful and rebellioushumankind, and who rose
victoriousand who will comeagain to judge the living and thedead?By all means write
it. But don’ t expect to win the2005 BooksenseBook of theYear award.
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Peoplewith “ itching ears” , as they arecalled elsewhere in theBible [2 Timothy 4:3], have
alwayspreferred thenew, themythical, thebizarre, and thegodless. But our task is the
same task as that of theapostleJohn:

That which was from thebeginning, which we haveheard, which we haveseen
with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we
proclaim concerning the Word of life.

7. Fur ther r ead ing
Thefollowing two booksarewritten by Christian biblical scholars, and areavailablethrough Moore
Books (http://www.moore.edu.au/moorebooks/intro.htm). Unfortunately onlinepurchasing isnot yet available,
although you can purchase:

by email: books@moore.edu.au;
by phone: +61 (0) 2 9577 9966;
by fax: +61 (2) 9550 5393;
by mail or in person: 21 King Street Newtown NSW2042.

Pricesshown aresubject to change.

·  Ben Witherington III, TheGospel Code: Novel Claimsabout Jesus, Mary Magdalene, and Da
Vinci. DownersGrove, Illinois: IVP, 2004. (252pp., $A23.95)

·  Darrell L. Bock, Breaking theCode: Answer to theQuestionsEverybody’sAsking. Nashville, TN.:
ThomasNelson Publishers, 2004. (208 pp., $A19.95)

Thefollowing book isavailablethrough major bookstores. It is not written from a Christian perspective,
but by specialists in Gnostic esoterica. It is of interest to anyonewho issuspiciousof Christian responsesto
Dan Brown’sbook, becauseit containsseveral very serious critiquesof Brown’saccuracy, ranging from
simpleerrorsof geography to misrepresentationsof theGnostic documentsthemselves.

·  Dan Burstein (ed.), Secretsof theCode: TheUnauthorised Guide to theMysteriesBehind theDa
Vinci Code. London: Weindenfeld and Nicolson, 2004. (375 pp., $A29.99)

8. Condi t ions of use:
1. You may forward thispaper to others, aslongasyou forward it infull.
2. You may freelypublish it (e.g. in achurch newspaper) aslongasit ispublished in full, not for profit, and
includingthisacknowledgement: “A paper byMichael Raiter of MooreTheological College, SydneyAustralia,
http:/ / www.moore.edu.au .”
3. You mayusetheideasin thiswithout acknowledgement, but if you quoteit directly, then pleasequotethe
titleof thepaper, and includean acknowledgement asstated at point 2.
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