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Summary of Background Knowledge (Elements)  

From: “On the Historicity of Jesus: Why We Might Have Reason for Doubt”, by Richard Carrier 

The following elements comprise our total background knowledge, summarizing all the facts that must 
be taken into account when assigning all probabilities going forward. A great deal of it remains unknown 
even to many experts in the study of Jesus (so Carrier goes into detail on some to explain the evidence).  

Christian Origin  

1. Pg 65. The earliest form of Christianity definitely known to us originated as a Jewish sect in the 
region of Syria-Palestine in the early first century CE.  

2. Pg 66. When Christianity began, Judaism was highly sectarian and diverse. Innovation and 
syncretism was typical of early 1st century Judaism. There was no ‘normative’ set of Jewish beliefs, 
but a countless array of different Jewish belief systems vying for popularity.  

3. Pg 66. When Christianity began, many Jews had long been expecting a messiah (a divinely chosen 
leader or savior anointed) to help usher in God’s supernatural kingdom, usually by subjugating or 
destroying the enemies of the Jews and establishing an eternal paradise – but ‘enemies’ could also 
mean supernatural demons. Jewish expectations of some kind of messiah in the early Roman 
Empire were widespread, influential, and very diverse.  

4. Pg 67. Palestine in the early 1st century was experiencing a rash of messianism. (It’s therefore no 
accident that this is when Christianity arose. That it alone would survive and spread can be the 
product of natural selection, with Christianity being the “lucky winner.”)  

5. Pg 73. Even before Christianity arose, some Jews expected one of their messiahs heralding the end 
times would actually be killed, rather than be immediately victorious, and this would mark the key 
point of a timetable guaranteeing the end of the world soon thereafter.  

6. Pg 81. The suffering-and-dying servant of Isaiah 52-53 and the messiah of Daniel 9 have numerous 
logical connections with a man in Zechariah 3 and 6 named ‘Jesus Rising’ who is confronted by 
Satan in god’s abode in heaven and there crowned king ... and will build up “God’s house” (how 
Christians described their Church).  

7. Pg 83. The pre-Christian book of Daniel was a key messianic text, laying out what would happened 
and when, partly inspiring much of the very messianic fervor of the age, which predicted the 
messiah’s arrival in the early first century. This text was popularly known and widely influential, 
and was regarded as scripture by early Christians.  

8. Pg 87. Many messianic sects among the Jews were searching the scriptures for secret messages 
from God about the coming messiah, in both the Hebrew Bible and Greek Bible (Septuagint). Since 
countless Jews had already been doing this for a century or more, the Jews who became the first 
Christians were already doing it too.  

9. Pg 88. What in the early first century were considered the inspired scriptures of God consisted of a 
larger network of texts than are now collected in the OT (texts outside the canon, texts that no 
longer exist, variant texts). 

10. Pg 92. Christianity began as a Jewish messianic cult preaching a spiritually victorious messiah, who 
was eschatological in nature [Eschatology is the theology of death, judgment, heaven and hell], 
and had to die in atonement for all sins but rose from the dead to sit at the right hand of God until 
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the time he would descend from heaven establish an eternal paradise. This Christ was preexistent 
and God’s emissary, not a deity himself.  

Christian Religion  

11. Pg 96. The earliest definitely known form of Christianity was a Judeo-Hellenistic mystery religion.  

12. Pg 108. From as early as we can ascertain, Christians believed they became ‘brothers’ of Christ 
through baptism, which symbolized their death to the world and rebirth as the ‘adopted’ sons of 
God, i.e., brothers of Jesus the son of God.  

13. Pg 108. Like all mystery cults, Christianity had secret doctrines that initiates were sworn never to 
reveal, and that would be talked about and written about publicly only in symbols, myths, and 
allegories to disguise their true meaning.  

14. Pg 114. Mystery cults spoke of their beliefs in public through myth and allegory, which symbolized 
a more secret doctrine that was usually rooted in a more esoteric astral or metaphysical theology. 
[Plutarch (Greek historian, 46-120AD) said that earthly tales of the suffering of gods are an 
allegory for the higher, hidden reality that these are celestial gods engaged in a war in the 
heavens.]  

15. Pg 124. Christianity began as a charismatic cult in which many of its leaders and members 
displayed evidence of schizotypal personalities. They naturally and regularly hallucinated, believed 
their dreams were divine communications, and were susceptible to psychosomatic illnesses.  

16. Pg 137. The earliest Christians claimed they knew at least some (if not all) facts and teachings of 
Jesus from revelation and scripture (rather than from witnesses), and they regarded these as more 
reliable sources than word-of-mouth.  

17. Pg 141. The fundamental features of the gospel story of Jesus can be read out of the Jewish 
scriptures (making it plausible that the gospel was actually discovered and learned from the 
scriptures, rather than the latter being consulted after the fact).  

18. Pg 143. Jesus Christ was regarded as having fulfilled (and thereby replacing) by his death the two 
greatest annual sacrifices in the Jewish religion, Passover and Yom Kippur, and thereby had 
replaced the temple as a relevant religious institution.  

Christian Development  

19. Pg 146. The apostle Paul is the earliest known Christian writer, yet he did not know a living Jesus 
but was converted by revelation sometime after Jesus is said to have died. He did not begin 
writing anything we know of until many years after his conversion.  

20. Pg 146. The earliest known Christians proselytized Gentiles but required them to convert to 
Judaism. Paul is the first known Christian to discard that requirement, but some NT books are 
from the sect that did not adopt that innovation (Matthew, letters of John and James, Revelation). 

21. Pg 146. Paul and other NT authors attest that there were many rival Christian sects and factions 
teaching different gospels through the first century. Of these, only a few amalgamated sects 
survived the process of competition to remain in the Middle Ages.  

22. Pg 148. We have no credible or explicit record of what happened within the Christian movement 
between 64 and 95 CE. Unlike almost any other cult we could compare it to, the leadership of the 
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Christian church was catastrophically decimated at the start of that period (First Jewish War 
against Rome).  

Political Context 

23. Pg 153. The Romans annexed Judea to the imperial province of Syria in 6 CE, bringing the center of 
the Holy Land under direct control of the Roman government, and ending Jewish sovereignty over 
Jerusalem and the temple, along with most of the Holy Land that had been promised by God to 
the Jews.  

24. Pg 154. Owing to their vastly greater resources and superior technical ability, the Romans were 
effectively invincible and could never be expelled from Judea by force or diplomacy. This fact was 
so empirically evident and publicly tested and demonstrated on such a wide scale that it had to 
have been evident to at least some Jews.  

25. Pg 155. The corruption and moral decay of the Jewish civil and temple elite was a widespread 
target of condemnation and often a cause of factionalizing among Jewish sects.  

26. Pg 155. For many Jews in the early 1st century, the Jewish elite became the scapegoats for God’s 
failed promises – they had failed to keep God’s commandments and govern justly.   

27. Pg 156. The temple at Jerusalem was the central focus of most Jewish messianic hopes, which 
entailed that as long as the ‘corrupt’ Jewish elite controlled it, God would continue Israel’s 
punishment, and as long as the Romans remained in power, they would maintain the corrupt 
Jewish elite’s control of the temple. So, Jewish religious violence was often aimed at seizing 
physical control of the temple and its personnel.  

28. Pg 156. A spiritual solution to the physical conundrum of the Jews would have been a natural and 
easy thing to conceive at the time. Military messianism was impossible (Element 24), so only one 
solution remained: to deny the physical importance of the temple at Jerusalem itself.  

29. Pg 159. What are now called ‘Cargo Cults’ are the modern movements most culturally and socially 
similar to earliest Christianity, so much so that Christianity must be understood in light of them. 
(Cargo cults are saviour religions in Melanesian islands. “John Frum” and “Tom Navy” never 
existed but were thought to have visited and would return in ships and planes with wonderful 
cargo including resurrected dead.)  

30. Pg 164. Early 1st century Judea was at the nexus of countless influences, not only from dozens of 
innovating and interacting Jewish sects, but also pagan religions and philosophies.  

31. Pg 168. Incarnate sons of a god who died and then rose from their deaths to become living gods 
granting salvation to their worshippers were a common and peculiar feature of pagan religion 
when Christianity arose, so much so that influence from paganism is the only plausible explanation 
for how a Jewish sect such as Christianity came to adopt the idea. 

32. Pg 173. By whatever route, popular philosophy – especially Cynicism, and to some extent Stoicism 
and Platonism and perhaps Aristotelianism – influenced Christian teachings.  

33. Pg 175. In addition to its pagan influences, Christianity was also influenced by several Jewish sects 
and can be understood only in this context. Christianity is a syncretism of pagan and Jewish 
salvation ideology.  

34. Pg 178. Popular cosmology at the dawn of the Common Era in the Middle East held that the 
universe was geocentric and spherical and divided into many layers, with the first layer of ‘heaven’ 
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often called the ‘firmament’ (the foundation) and consisting of all the air between the earth and 
the moon, extending to 100’s of 1000’s of miles. Above that were several more levels of heaven; 
commonly thought to be seven in all, one for each major celestial body (moon to Mercury, Venus, 
Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn), and the sphere of the stars.  

35. Pg 180. Popular cosmology of the time also held that the sub-heaven, the firmament, was a region 
of corruption and change and decay, while the heavens above were pure, incorruptible and 
changeless. This view was most widely popularized by Aristotle.  

36. Pg 181. Because of this division between the perfect unchanging heavens and the corrupted sub-
lunar world, most religious cosmologies required intercessory beings who bridge the gap between 
those worlds, so God need not descend and mingle with corruption. This concept can already be 
seen in the cosmology of Plato. (Symposium)  

37. Pg 184. The firmament was popularly thought to be teeming with invisible spirits and demons 
throughout the whole space, who control the elements and powers of the universe there, meddle 
in the affairs of man, and battle one another. Some demons were good, some evil.  

38. Pg 194. The heavens and firmament were not empty expanses but filled with all manner of things, 
including palaces and gardens, and it was possible to be buried there. In this worldview, 
everything on earth was thought to be a mere imperfect copy of their truer forms in heaven, 
which were not abstract Platonic forms but actual physical objects in outer space.  

39. Pg 197. In this cosmology there were also two Adams: one perfect celestial version, of which the 
earthly version is just a copy. The first Christians appear to have connected their Jesus Christ to 
that original celestial Adam.  

40. Pg 200. The Christian idea of a preexistent spiritual son of God called the Logos (who was God’s 
true high priest in heaven), was also not a novel idea but already held by some pre-Christian Jews. 
This preexistent spiritual son of God had already been explicitly connected with a celestial Jesus 
figure in the OT. Therefore, some Jews already believed there was a supernatural son of God 
named Jesus. (e.g., Philo interprets Zecharias 6:12 in just such a way. Philo was a Hellenistic Jewish 
philosopher from Egypt, 25 BC to 50 AD)  

41. Pg 205. The ‘Son of Man’ (an apocalyptic title Jesus is given in the Gospels) was another being 
foreseen in the visions of Enoch to be a preexistent celestial superman whom God will one day put 
in charge of the universe, overthrowing all demonic power. We know that the text of 1 Enoch was 
used by the first Christians as scripture.  

42. Pg 206. There is a parallel tradition of a perfect and eternal celestial high priest named 
Melchizedek, which means in Hebrew ‘Righteous King’. A celestial Jesus was already called 
Righteous and King by some pre-Christian Jews (so a connection was probably made between 
Jesus and Melchizedek before Christianity).  

43. Pg 209. Voluntary human sacrifice was widely regarded (by both pagans and Jews) as the most 
powerful salvation and atonement magic available. Accordingly, any sacred story involving a 
voluntary human sacrifice would be readily understood and fit perfectly within both Jewish and 
pagan worldviews of the time.  



5 

Literary Context 

44. Pg 214. In Jewish and pagan antiquity, in matters of religious persuasion, fabricating stories was 
the norm, not the exception, even in the production of narratives purporting to be true. All 
ancient religious literature must be approached from an assumption of doubt.  

45. Pg 222. A popular version of this phenomenon in ancient faith literature was the practice of 
euhemerization: taking a cosmic god and placing him at a definite point in history as an actual 
person who was later deified. (Euhemerus: Greek writer from early 3rd century who wrote “The 
Sacred Scriptures” depicting an imaginary scholar discovering that Zeus and Uranus were once 
actual kings. Euhemerus invents an earthly history of these ‘god kings.’) 

46. Pg 222. Ancient literature also proliferated a variety of model ‘hero’ narratives, some of which the 
Gospel Jesus conforms to as well, and one of these hero-types was widely revered among pagans: 
the pre-Christian narratives of the life and death of Socrates and Aesop, which match the life of 
Jesus in many respects (see pg 223) 

47. Pg 225. Another model hero narrative, which pagans also revered and to which the Gospel Jesus 
also conforms, is the apotheosis, or ‘ascension to godhood’ tale, and of these the one to which the 
Gospels (and Acts) most conform is that of the Roman national hero Romulus. This narrative 
concept of ‘translation to heaven’ was very commonplace and shared the same core features. 
(Romulus: Mythical founder of Rome. See pg 56 for brief life story. Pg 226 for full description. Pg 
227 – list of parallels to Jesus.)  

48. Pg 229. The most ubiquitous model hero narrative, which pagans also revered and to which the 
Gospel Jesus also conforms, is the fable of the ‘divine king’, what Carrier calls the Rank-Raglan 
hero-type (based on the two scholars who discovered and described it). This hero-type is found 
repeated across at least fifteen known mythic heroes, including Jesus –even if we only count those 
who clearly meet more than half of the 22 designated parallels. (See list on pg 229. Ranked list of 
gods pg 231, Jesus is number 3, and scores 20 of 22.) 
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Chapter Summary: 

“On the Historicity of Jesus: Why We Might Have Reason for Doubt”, by Richard Carrier 

Chapter 1, The Problem. Myth vs. history, and why the mythicist theory still has validity and must be 
examined more carefully. Biblical scholarship has employed poor methodology, with lots of 
contradictory conclusions. Many ‘lives of Jesus’ (pg 13 of Proving History.)  And mythicists have been as 
bad as historicists – no clear methodology, no policing of bad scholarship. Carrier relies on 12 rules and 
12 axioms of historical method laid out in Chapter 2 of Proving History. His book constructs the most 
defensible version of each theory (mythicist vs. historicist) and tests their merits against the evidence 
using Bayes’s Theorem.  

Chapter 2, Hypothesis of Historicity, pg 18. Minimal Theory of Historicity: (pg 34)  1. An actual man at 
some point named Jesus acquired followers in life who continued as an identifiable movement after his 
death. 2. This is the same Jesus who was claimed by some of his followers to have been executed by the 
Jewish or Roman authorities. 3. This is the same Jesus some of whose followers soon began worshipping 
as a living god (or demigod).  

Chapter 3, Hypothesis of Myth, pg 36. Minimal Theory of Myth (5 premises, pg 53). 1. At the origin of 
Christianity, Jesus was thought to be a celestial deity. Like other deities, Jesus communicated with his 
subjects only through dreams, visions and other forms of divine inspiration (such as prophecy). 3. This 
Jesus was originally believed to have endured an ordeal of incarnation, death, burial and resurrection in 
a supernatural realm. 4. An allegorical story of this Jesus was then composed and told within the 
community, which placed him on earth, in history, as a divine man, with an earthly family, companions 
and enemies, complete with deeds and sayings and an earthly depiction of his ordeals. 5. Subsequent 
communities of worshipers believed or taught that this invented sacred story was real, and not 
allegorical.  

Chapters 4/5, Background Knowledge (Christianity and Context), pg 56/153.  See Summary of 
Background Knowledge (Elements).  

Chapter 6: The Prior Probability, pg 235.  In looking at a hypothesis – eg, Jesus rose from the dead – 
what would we initially suspect? Given what we know from both science and human psychology, similar 
stories have always been false or highly unlikely. So the Prior Probability that Jesus rose from the dead is 
very low –unless we had strong specific evidence to the contrary, then it could overcome the low Prior. 
Carrier: The prior probability of Jesus being historical, based on comparing him with both real and made-
up people he is similar to, and how fast legend can develop, is 1 in 3, or 33%.  That’s allowing a large 
margin of error at every step in favour of historicist theory, eg, by deliberately overestimating the 
probability. His lower bound is 6% prior probability of Jesus being historical.  

Chapter 7, Primary Sources, pg 256. Questionable dating of NT books; it’s impossible to figure out. 
Many interpolations, must approach from stance of doubt. Conclusion: NT is only source for historical 
reality of Jesus. NT assembled mid-2nd century by devout historicists, who selected and modified 
contents of NT to support their agenda.   

Chapter 8, Extrabiblical Evidence, pg 281. All extrabiblical mentions come later and are either not 
independent or hearsay (based on what Christians told the writer), or forged interpolations by later 
Christians. See Consequent Probabilities for historicity on pg 357, listing all extrabiblical mentions of 
Jesus. 46% upper bound, 10% lower bound. 

Chapter 9, Acts, pg 359. Book of Acts pretty much discredited, it is a work of apologetic historical fiction. 
Carrier, pg 386. Consequent probabilities that Acts would look like it does if historicity true:  72% upper 
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bound, 20% lower bound. Consequent probability of mythicism is 100% since nothing in Acts is 
unexpected on minimal mythicism. So Acts is evidence against historicity of Jesus.  

Chapter 10, Evidence of the Gospels, pg 387. The Gospels give us no evidence to discern a historical 
Jesus. Because of their extensive use of fabrication and literary invention, and their placing of other 
goals far ahead of what we regard as historical truth, we cannot know if anything in them has any 
historical basis. But neither do they prove he didn’t exist. As evidence, they simply make no difference 
to that equation. Carrier concludes it’s a wash. (Personally, I think that totally fabricated gospels would 
count against historicity.)  

Chapter 11, The Epistles, pg 510.   Pg 594: “Romans 16: 25-26 says outright that the gospel and 
preaching of Jesus Christ was discovered by revelation and finding secrets hidden in scripture. We 
should conclude that’s indeed exactly what happened.” “The scant few passages in the Epistles that 
might refer to a historical Jesus are … vague or problematic…” (either interpolations or misinterpreted.) 
Upper bound: Arguing a fortiori, IF we assume that the evidence in the Epistles is 100% expected on 
historicity, consequent probability of that same evidence for mythicist theory is 35%.  Lower bound: The 
evidence of the Epistles is exactly 100% expected on minimal mythicism, and only 6% on minimal 
historicity.  

Chapter 12, Conclusion, pg 596.  “I have made two estimates in every case, one a fortiori (the most 
favorable to historicity as I can reasonably be), and the other realistic (closer to what I honestly think 
those probabilities actually are.)  That gives us an upper and a lower bound. But the probability that 
Jesus existed could be even lower still, since my most critical estimates are perhaps higher than they 
should be.”  

 
Prior Probability: 

Upper Bound 

Prior 
Probability: 

Lower Bound 

Consequent 
Probability: 

Upper Bound 

Consequent 
Probability: 

Lower Bound 

Historicity 33% 6.25% 33.2% 0.12% 

Mythicism  67% 93.75% 34.7% 100% 

Upper bound:  Strongly biased to historicity 
Lower bound:  More realistic  

Concluding probability comes from estimating 3 other probabilities:  

1. The prior probability that Jesus existed.  
2. The consequent probability of the evidence if Jesus did exist.  
3. The consequent probability of that same evidence if Jesus didn’t exist.  

 

Concluding Probability  Strongly Biased  
to Historicity  

More Realistic  

Historicity  32% 0.008% 

Mythicism 67% 100% 

 

So the odds of Jesus existing are less than 1 in 3 using “absurdly generous” estimates in favour of 
historicity, and 1 in 12,000 based on more realistic estimates – which is basically ZERO.”  
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Chapter Summary: 

“Proving History: Bayes’s Theorem and the Quest for the Historical Jesus”, by Richard Carrier 

Chapter 1, The Problem, pg 11.  Apart from fundamentalist Christians, all experts agree the Jesus of the 
Bible is buried in myth and legend. The quest for the historical Jesus has failed spectacularly – several 
times. There are no reliable criteria to separate the authentic from inauthentic Jesus traditions, 
historians can’t agree on a method, and invalid methods continue to be used. Accounts of the many 
quests for Jesus and their failure are legion: Jesus the Jewish Cynic Sage, Jesus the Rabbinical Holy Man, 
Jesus the Political Revolutionary, Jesus the Apocalyptic Prophet, Jesus the Magician, Jesus the Messianic 
Pretender, and so on. (pg 13)  The book will present a new method that solves the problems attending 
the “method of criteria.”  

Chapter 2, The Basics, pg 17. Examines all the underlying methodological assumptions that all historians 
should agree on, and which should guide any inquiry into the mechanics of historical method. Four 
stages of analysis must be completed to credibly examine a historical claim: Textual analysis 
(authenticating the text), Literary analysis (what did the author mean), Source analysis (the author’s 
sources), and Historical analysis (applying findings from other 3).  Professional historical inquiry is based 
on twelve axioms of historical method (pg 20), which are logical and philosophical in nature. They 
represent the epistemological foundation of rational-empirical history. All historians should follow the 
twelve rules of historical method (pg 37) to make their work credible and to make progress possible. 
They are the standards by which historians seek to correct themselves and be corrected by peers.  

Chapter 3, Introducing Bayes’s Theorem, pg 41.  Example of “When did the sun go out?” Baysian 
analysis: pg 54.  Answers some objections to using the theorem to prove history. We often use elements 
of Bayes’s theorem without realizing it – eg, any calculation of probability however informal. And it does 
not have to be precise. Also, subjective is not arbitrary. You still need to defend reasons for your 
subjective estimates, based on background knowledge and evidence. Even if you don’t have much, or 
your data is hypothetical (but plausible based on b), your conclusion will still produce better-than-
arbitrary results that can be defensible and reasonable. Also, argue a fortiori to increase the credibility 
and certainty of your conclusion. Bayes’s Theorem should not be difficult to master for historians who 
truly care about the integrity of their work and arriving at the most likely truth.  No rational basis for 
rejecting validity of BT. Canon of Probabilities and their values (from virtually impossible to virtually 
certain).  

Chapter 4, Bayesian Analysis of Historical Methods, pg 97.  BT actually explains sound methodological 
procedures and reveals what’s wrong with unsound procedures. I.e, it underlies all other 
methodologies.  It can be used to determine what the best methods are and why, and help us discard 
the bad ones.  This chapter describes most widely applicable examples of historical methods, including 
the two best ones: Argument to the Best Explanation (plausibility, ad hocness, explanatory power, 
explanatory fitness, and explanatory scope), and the Argument from Evidence. But BT solves problems 
that even those methods have: establishing logical validity and epistemic sufficiency – i.e, why should 
the conclusion of these arguments be deemed logically valid and when is the evidence enough to 
warrant belief in the conclusion? Carrier then offers a formal logical proof of the universal applicability 
of BT, such that we don’t need the other methods because BT incorporates and improves on them. 

Other methods: Hypothetico-deductive method (forming a hypothesis and deducing observations for 
and against). The ‘smell’ test: if it sounds unbelievable it probably is. It reduces to the principle that 
extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence. Which means the smell test reduces to BT. 
Argument from silence: If something isn’t said or attested, we conclude it didn’t happen. Absence of 
evidence is evidence of absence, but only when that evidence is expected. Two conditions to make the 



9 

argument valid: the writer who is silent would have known about it, and would have mentioned it. BT 
describes that argument as well.  

Chapter 5, Bayesian analysis of historicity criteria, pg 121.  Scholars of the historical Jesus have 
proposed or used at least 18 distinctive criteria for deciding whether evidence is enough to warrant a 
conclusion of authenticity (eg, of a saying, activity, text).  

 Dissimilarity (if dissimilar to Judaism or early church, must be true) 

 Embarrassment (if embarrassing it must be true) 

 Coherence (with other data) 

 Multiple attestation (in more than one source) 

 Explanatory credibility (true if it better explains later traditions) 

 Contextual plausibility (must be plausible in Judeo-Greco-Roman context)  

 Historical plausibility (must cohere with plausible historical reconstruction)  

 Natural probability (must cohere with nature science etc.) 

 Oral preservability (must be capable of surviving oral transmission) 

 Crucifixion (must help explain why Jesus was crucified) 

 Fabricatory trend (mustn’t match trends in fabrication or embellishment)  

 Least distinctiveness (simpler version is more historical) 

 Vividness of narration (the more vivid, the more historical) 

 Textual variance (the more invariable, the more historical) 

 Greek context (credible if context suggests parties speaking Greek)  

 Aramaic context (credible if context suggests parities speaking Aramaic) 

 Discourse features (credible if Jesus speeches cohere in a unique style)  

 Characteristic Jesus (credibility if it’s both distinctive and characteristic of Jesus) 

Summary: Last 3 chapters make strong case that all valid historical methods are described by BT, 
and that BT proves the methods so far used by Jesus historians are either invalid or invalidly 
employed. Two hypotheses to test using BT:   

 h = “Jesus was a historical person mythicized” 

 ~h= “Jesus was a mythical person historicized” 

Chapter 6, The Hard Stuff, pg 207. Six issues here:  

 A bit more on how to resolve expert disagreements with BT 

 An explanation of why BT still works when hypotheses are allowed to make generic rather 
than exact predictions 

 The technical question of determining a reference class* for assigning prior probabilities in 
BT  

 A discussion of the need to attenuate probability estimates to the outcome of hypothetical 
models (or a hypothetically infinite series of runs) rather than deriving estimates solely from 
actual data sets (and how we can do either) 

 A resolution of the epistemological debate between so-called ‘Bayesians’ and ‘frequentists’ 
(frequentists describe probabilities as a measure of the frequency of occurrence of 
particular kinds of events within a given set of events, while Bayesians often describe 
probabilities as measuring degrees of belief or uncertainty – but there’s really no difference 
because BT entails a frequentist interpretation of probability)  

 A demonstration of the actual relationship between physical and epistemic probabilities, 
showing how the latter always derive from (and approximate) the former.  
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Notes on Reference Classes: *Reference class means a set of similar known things to which we can 
compare our hypothesis to see if it has prior probability. Eg, We hypothesize that a newly excavated 
Roman colony had a library. We know that 8 of out 10 prior colonies discovered had public libraries, so 
this gives our hypothesis a high prior probability. If there’s no reference class because our hypothesis is 
unique, that greatly reduces the prior probability, although evidence can overcome that.  There may be 
more than one possible reference class, historians must pick the best one that accounts for all 
knowledge – i.e, a narrower or better understood one. Use rule of greater knowledge to use narrowest 
applicable class. 

Another example:  If it’s true that Paul’s letters are bizarrely silent about a historical Jesus, (i.e, he 
existed and we just don’t know why Paul was silent), then the reference class would be “bizarrely silent 
letters about supposedly historical persons.” The number of cases where that bizarre silence is caused 
by the person’s non-existence can be put in ratio to the number of all cases to determine prior 
probability.  

Two basic rules for finding initial prior probability: Use the narrowest, most clearly definable reference 
class whose contents are best known, and draw an a fortiori frequency from the data. When you have 
equally competing classes and don’t know what’s in their conjunction, and you can’t move one of them 
into ‘e’ or don’t know how, then use the conjunction of those two classes anyway by deriving a 
frequency from its hypothetical contents, as best you can. (See pgs 235 and 237 for Venn diagrams 
showing conjunctions of competing reference classes.) 

Appendix, pg 283. Contains all the tools: the Bayes Theorem formulas (in math and English), Odds Form, 
Canon of Probabilities, Bayesian flowchart.  


