
Eyewitness to Jesus
EYEWITNESS races across
the cover in big black letters!
Is this thriller a murder mys-
tery? The very first page
plunges the reader into a fasci-
nating investigation throbbing
with suspense and intrigue:

“On Christmas Eve, 1994,
The Times of London reported
on its front page an astonishing

ar Carsten Peter Thiede. ‘A papyrus
believed to be the oldest extant fragment
of the New Testament has been found in
an Oxford library,’ the newspaper said. ‘It
provides the first material evidence that
the Gospel according to St. Matthew is an
eyewitness account written by con-
temporaries of Christ.’”

“The story concerned
three tiny scraps of paper
belonging to
Magdalen College,
Oxford...On both
sides of the fragments
appeared Greek script,
phrases from the
twenty-sixth chapter
of St. Matthew,
which describes Jesus’ anointment in
the house of Simon the leper at Bethany
and his betrayal to the chief priests by
Judas Iscariot...Thiede argued that they
were of astonishingly early origin, dating
from the mid-first century A.D.”
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The book is Eyewitness to Jesus:
Amazing New Manuscript Evidence
about the Origin of the Gospels by
Thiede and D’Ancona (Doubleday,
April 1996). It describes the world-
wide sensation created by the most

research since the Dead Sea Scrolls
were unearthed in 1947. Thiede’s dis-
covery and conclusions provoked vehe-
ment criticism and visceral anger from
many academics. Some scholars were

eventually convinced by
Thiede’s rigorous arguments,
but others were not.

Dr. Carsten Peter Thiede
(1952-2004) is the late
German scholar and leading
manuscript authority who
did the scholarly research on
the Magdalen Papyrus. He
was Director of the Institute
for Basic Epistemological
Research in Paderborn,

Germany. Matthew d’Ancona is the
British journalist who broke the story
in 1994 in The Times of London.

EEAARRLLYY DDAATTEE FFOORR MMAATTTTHHEEWW

Why do 2000-year-old papyrus frag-
ments rank among the most important
documents in the world? It is because

they show a very early date for
the Gospel of Matthew!        

I have long been con-
vinced that Matthew was
the first gospel written.
This accords with the
universal belief of the
church in the primacy of
Matthew prior to the
19th-century ascendancy
of form criticism. Today

most scholars disagree, but one
important indicator is that the early
church placed it first in the New
Testament canon. A second cru-
cial clue is church fathers’ testimony
(Papias, Irenaeus, Origen, Eusebius,
Jerome) that Matthew wrote his gospel
first in Hebrew (Aramaic) before
translating it into Greek.

Thiede’s and D’Ancona’s captivat-
ing book convincingly argues for a very
early date for Matthew. Eyewitness to
Jesus details the discovery, study, and
significance of what is now called the
Magdalen Papyrus. These 3 small frag-
ments of Matthew were purchased in
1901 in the Egyptian antiquities mar-
ket in Luxor by Charles Huelatt
(1863-1908) and donated to his alma
mater, Magdalen College of Oxford

University. Huelatt was a British
scholar and evangelical missionary to
Egypt who died with his family in the
Messina (Italy) earthquake.

At the time they were donated by
Huelatt, the manuscript fragments
were dated to the 4th century by
Oxford scholars Arthur Hunt and
Bernard Grenfell. Their basis for the
4th century date was the observation
that the 3 fragments had writing on
both sides and were therefore from a

codex (book style manuscript rather
than a scroll). It was erroneously
believed at that time (1901) that
codices did not come into use until at
least the 3rd and more likely the 4th
century A.D. Thereafter the fragments
lay in obscurity in a library display case
where they were mostly ignored for
nearly a century,

In 1953 the Magdalen Papyrus
fragments were briefly analyzed and
re-dated to the late 2nd century by
British papyrologist Colin Roberts. He
based his conclusion on comparison
with other papyri collections. This
conclusion was at best relative, since
these other collections were themselves
not definitively dated.

Would you like to make liberal
critics of the New Testament wake up
at night in a cold sweat? This is what
Dr. Carsten Peter Thiede did in 1994
when he spotted the Magdalen frag-
ments while on vacation and dived into
a thorough investigation. His study led
him to re-date the Magdalen Papyrus
to around 60 A.D.

FFOORREENNSSIICC EEVVIIDDEENNCCEE

What was the key to re-dating the
fragments? Dr. Thiede identified them
as contemporary with 3 other datable
collections: Greek papyrus fragments
from among the Qumran Dead Sea
Scrolls, Greek papyrus fragments from
Herculaneum, and Greek ostraca (pot-

sherds with Greek inscriptions) from
Masada. Dr. Thiede based this identi-
fication on painstaking analysis of
numerous Greek handwriting charac-
teristics and on extensive comparisons
of calligraphy on many manuscripts.
His conclusions dynamited the foun-
dations of liberal NT criticism.

Thiede’s investigation was the first
time Greek fragments from the Dead
Sea Scrolls had been used for compar-
ative purposes to date other Greek lit-

erature. It is well-known
that the latest possible
archaeological date for the
Dead Sea Scrolls is 68
A.D., the year the Qumran
settlement was abandoned
immediately prior to the
arrival of the Roman
legions. Similarly, the lat-
est date for the Masada
Greek ostraca is 73/74
A.D. when Masada was
overrun by the Romans. In
79 A.D., Herculaneum
was destroyed by the erup-
tion of Mt. Vesuvius, so 79
A.D. must be the latest
possible date for the
Herculaneum Greek
papyri.

Since the Magdalen
Papyrus is contemporary
with these 3 collections,
it must have been written

before these terminal dates. Using
these mid-first century papyri and
ostraca, Thiede demonstrated that
the book of Matthew must have been
written within the lifetimes of the
very people who witnessed the events
it contains.

The Magdalen Papyrus, which
Thiede dates about 60 A.D., is the
first hard evidence of an early date
for Matthew. Obviously Matthew’s
own original must have been penned
even earlier, probably at least by 50
A.D.

The Magdalen Papyrus stands
firmly against the speculative literary
theories of liberal critics which are
based primarily on false philosophi-
cal assumptions. Solid physical evi-

MARCH 200822 The Woodside NewsThe Woodside NewsSection ASection A

WILLIAM T. PELLETIER
PH.D.

SCIENCE continued on page 23

PH
O

TO
 B

Y 
PA

TR
N

 O
N

 F
LI

CK
R.

CO
M

THE BIBLE AND SCIENCE BY WILLIAM T. PELLETIER, PH.D [WOODSIDE NEWS COLUMNIST]

Magdalen College, Oxford University

claim made by the German Biblical schol-

momentous discovery for Biblical



dence, of course, should always
trump philosophical conjecture.

Doesn’t this make your spine tin-
gle? Forensic evidence that Matthew
was an eyewitness!

SSIIGGNNIIFFIICCAANNCCEE

Application of Thiede’s newly-devel-
oped paleographical comparative tech-
niques has also influenced the dating
of other NT manuscripts. The John
Rylands papyrus fragment of John is
usually dated to around 120 A.D. and
has long been cited as the earliest
extant NT manuscript. Since the
analysis of the Magdalen Papyrus, the
Rylands Papyrus no longer holds that
“earliest” distinction.

In fact, numerous New Testament
manuscripts are now being assigned
more accurate earlier dates, including a
handful which have been re-dated to
the 1st century. Thiede says there is
now good reason to believe that all the
Gospels, even John, were written well
before 70 A.D.

The compelling significance of the
Magdalen Papyrus is that it is the first
physical evidence to substantiate
church tradition that the Gospel of
Matthew was written within a genera-
tion of Jesus by an eyewitness. It
unambiguously proves that Matthew
was NOT written long after the deaths
of the Twelve, as liberal critics once
claimed.

It adds to the tremendous weight
of evidence that the Gospels are his-
torically reliable, first-generation, eye-
witness records of the life of Jesus.
Scripture itself makes this claim (2
Peter 1:16; 1 John 1:1-3). Thiede’s
analysis of the Magdalen Papyrus fur-
ther strengthens the intellectual
defense of the Christian faith.

Eyewitness to Jesus tells the fasci-
nating story of the discovery, study and
significance of the Magdalen Papyrus.
Familiarity with the arcana of papyrol-
ogy is not necessary to appreciate
Eyewitness. It focuses a riveting spot-
light on the rock-solid historical foun-
dation of the Christian faith and will
strengthen one’s ability to defend it (1
Peter 3:15).

blog.woodside.tv/blog/BillPelletier.
E-mail Dr. Pelletier at 
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There is now
good reason to
believe that all
the Gospels,
even John, were
written well
before 70 AD. 

– DR. CARSTEN PETER THIEDE

near death is absolutely true.
Last year I traveled to San

Antonio for the first time – a city
renowned for its River Walk, which
turns out to be a big fake.

Really.

discovered most of it is man-made. At
one point, they hired the same engi-
neers who designed Disneyland. They
even drain the sucker every January.

Nonetheless, I pretended it was a
natural wonder and decided go for a run.

It was a tad toasty that day, sunny
and 90 degrees. Coming from
Michigan, this felt slightly cooler than
the surface of the sun. So I slammed
down a sports drink, grabbed a bottle
of water, and immediately became
invincible.

The first few miles were wonder-
ful. I soaked in the natural cement
banks of the river, enjoyed its lovely
greenish-brown water, and hoped the
geese would make it another day.

After about four miles, I reached
the end of the path. The river kept
going and I wanted to see more of its
fabricated beauty. But considering the
furnace-like temperatures, the smart
thing was to head back to the hotel.

I have never been accused of doing
the smart thing.

I backtracked to an opening and
sized up my options. If I ran in a semi-
circle, I might reconnect with the river
in a half-mile or so. I just needed to
cross some railroad tracks and run
through what appeared to be the worst

Redman blasting in my ear and large
trucks zipping by, when it happened.

My right arm began doing its own
thing. While the rest of me was run-
ning, my arm was conducting an
orchestra.

It took a moment to register. Was
I dreaming? Was this a heatstroke-
induced hallucination?

I stopped and watched my right
arm flounder before grabbing it with
my left hand.

Nothing computed.
My initial reactions ranged

between panic and being really
grossed out. I mean, it ’s just not right
to see a personal appendage with its
own agenda.

In a millisecond, I went from hot
and sweaty to cold and totally creeped-
out. Feeling faint, I sunk to my knees.
This was convenient because I was
about to engage in a rather urgent con-
versation with God.

It occurred to me I was about to die.
This was not a casual epiphany.

My father died of a stroke when he was
about my age. While we all die some-
time, I felt my time was right now.

My first question was, “Why here,
Lord?” This is not the place I want-
ed to die, literally on the wrong side of
the tracks in a distant city.

That was actually a pretty dumb
thought for a dying guy, so I switched
gears and asked God, “Is this really it?”

If so, I asked God to watch over
my family and let them know how
much I loved them. It’s amazing how

Then I started negotiating. I asked
God if I could at least make it back
home to say my goodbyes in person, or
take care of anything else he wanted
me to do. Hint, hint – I’d really like to
live a little longer.

While I was bargaining, a sense of
peace fell over me and I started to
regain control of my arm.

I finally stood and put my water
bottle in my right hand, but it fell out.
I tried again and I this time I held on.

I walked back along the unnatural
River Walk with a new appreciation for
it and everything else in my life. I pon-
dered what this all meant, then and now.

I wonder what I would have
encountered down the road, had I kept
running.

I wonder about those trucks driv-
ing so close to me and the extreme heat
that was baking my skin.

Mostly, I reflect on being driven to
my knees and how I should live my life
for however long, or short, it may be.

Dto do something special in your life? So,
what’s stopping you from doing it? There can be
lots of reasons: no experience; too old; not sure
how to begin; or even fear. Yet, God wants to give
you the godly desires of your heart. Listen to what
says: “Commit to the Lord whatever you do, and
your plans will succeed.”

God has given each one of us talents and abil-
ities to be used to bless others and bring glory to Him. So,
we need to ask ourselves: Am I willing to use the gifts and
talents He has given to me for His glory, and am I willing to
step out in faith and try? 

How do we begin? With prayer! We seek the Lord about
the way we should go; and then we move forward. And as we
move forward, doors will begin to open or a way will appear.
And though the way may be different than what we thought
it would be, if we have “peace in our heart” and allow the
Lord to lead us, we can trust Him to work everything out.
For as Proverbs 3:5-6 says, “Trust in the Lord with all your
heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your
ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths

straight.”
What does this verse mean? If we step forth, in

faith, to do something and feel “hesitation” (also
called a “check in our Spirit”) or “cautious feelings”
(no peace), we need to stop and prayerfully seek
the Lord about it. For as Philippians 4:7 says, “And
the peace of God, which transcends all under-
standing, will guard your hearts and your minds in
Christ Jesus.” So, if God doesn’t give us peace
within our hearts, it could be because it’s either not
His timing or isn’t the way He wants us to go.

However, if He does confirm His guidance through peace in
our hearts, we can go forth boldly, trusting Him to lead the
way. Because, God loves us, and He wants us to prosper in
all we do. And He knows exactly how to get us to where He
wants us to be to accomplish what He wants us to do! For as
says, “May He give you the desire of your heart and make all
your plans succeed.”

So, go after those dreams and fulfill them! They are
there, just waiting to be captured and shared with the world!
And as Romans 15:13 says, “May the God of hope fill you
with all joy and peace as you trust in Him, so that you may
overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.”
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