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Here’s a treasure trove of apologetic gems! This is an indispensable book that all
Christians should keep within reach. Countless people benefited from the
original version, but this updated and expanded edition makes this volume even
more valuable and timely. Thank you, Josh and Sean—this classic resource has
my very highest recommendation!

LEE STROBEL, bestselling author of The Case for Christ
and professor of Christian Thought at Houston Baptist University

This book changed my life. It showed me the staggering welter of evidence for
the historicity of the Bible—and convinced me that having faith in the biblical
God is infinitely more rational than not having such faith. Any agnostic or
atheist reluctant to become a Christian must take every precaution available to
avoid this book.

ERIC METAXAS, author of Martin Luther: The Man Who
Rediscovered God and Changed the World and host of the
nationally-syndicated Eric Metaxas Show

In 1972, shortly after the accident in which I became paralyzed, I picked up a
book that helped solidify my belief in God and faith in Christ. Still struggling to
accept my wheelchair, I needed rock-solid evidence that there was a personal
God who genuinely cared about my plight. Evidence That Demands a Verdict
was that remarkable book, and I'm so happy that this timeless classic is now
updated and being released to a whole new generation of readers! Can’t
recommend it enough!

JONI EARECKSON TADA, founder/CEOQO, Joni and
Friends International Disability Center

It is not without reason that Evidence That Demands a Verdict has stood the test
of time with readers around the world for nearly four decades. Josh McDowell
has not only been a pioneer in the field of apologetics and worldviews but a
friend and encourager to many, including me. I am thrilled that he has partnered
with his son, Sean, to update his classic book and know it will challenge and
inspire you.

RAVI ZACHARIAS, author and speaker



Significant. Timely. Life-Changing. For decades, Evidence That Demands a
Verdict has met believers, seekers, and skeptics at the intersection of faith and
fact, laying a foundation of unshakeable, time-proven truth for us to stand on
through ages of skepticism, mysticism, and so-called tolerance. I am thrilled for
the updated and expanded edition of this landmark resource to reach the hearts
and minds of a rising generation, and I trust it will have the same impact in their
lives as it did in mine. I'm grateful for Josh and Sean McDowell’s relentless
passion to equip and empower God’s people to confidently and boldly stand for
truth. You’ll want to keep this book close at hand!

LOUIE GIGLIO, pastor of Passion City Church, founder of
Passion Conferences, author of Goliath Must Fall

With over one million people impacted by this practical resource we are thrilled
to see it's been updated and ready for the next million! Our hearts are united with
the McDowells and their passion to see truth understood and embraced by a
culture that desperately needs God’s Word in their lives! May our Lord use this
tool to shape his people into our Savior’s image! Sanctify us in your truth O
Lord!

KAY ARTHUR AND DAVID ARTHUR, founder and
CEO/president of Precept Ministries International

When I was a college student full of questions about the authenticity of my faith,
I used Evidence That Demands a Verdict as my go-to reference book. I’m
grateful to Josh and Sean for this updated release for my two sons.

JIM DALY, president of Focus on the Family

Josh McDowell's Evidence That Demands a Verdict is now a classic of
apologetics, having served to spur a renaissance of historical Christian evidences
in our day. It is therefore a welcome development that this classic has now been
updated in light of the recent and significant advances in biblical studies and
particularly in historical Jesus studies.

WILLIAM LANE CRAIG, professor of philosophy, Talbot
School of Theology; Houston Baptist University



When I was in college and needed material to discuss with skeptical friends,
Evidence That Demands a Verdict was a key resource for me. Now it is updated
and an even better repository for discussion. It remains a valuable collection of
information on issues people raise to challenge the faith that not only gives the
key data points but allows you to track the conversation in key resources—a real
treasure.

DARRELL L. BOCK, Executive Director for Cultural
Engagement, Howard G. Hendricks Center for Christian
Leadership and Cultural Engagement; Senior Research Professor
of New Testament Studies, Dallas Theological Seminary

My friend Josh McDowell and his son Sean have given us an updated and
relevant twenty-first-century tool to encourage faith and trust in the reliability of
Scripture. For those who want to understand how to defend the veracity of the
Christian faith, Evidence That Demands a Verdict is the book for you.

DR. TONY EVANS, senior pastor of Oak Cliff Bible
Fellowship and president of The Urban Alternative

When I was searching for answers to my doubt, Evidence That Demands a
Verdict helped to keep my eyes, heart, and mind open to the truth. This new
edition not only revisits the arguments from the original work, but considerably
strengthens those arguments with up-to-date research from top biblical scholars.
This new work is an apologetics multivitamin for the person seeking a healthy
diet of truth. I was so excited to see the legacy of Josh McDowell’s ministry
carrying on through his son, Sean. The excellence in argumentation with the
father-son author combination makes this book a true one-of-a-kind!

MARY JO SHARP, assistant professor of apologetics,
Houston Baptist University; Founder of Confident Christianity
Apologetics Ministry

As I think about how to help students and young adults thrive in a culture that is
hostile to Christian thought, I'm most concerned about helping them access not
just the best information, but the best relationships and mentorships. As your
imagination is captivated by what the next decade of disciplemaking will look
like, imagine the combination of the revised version of Evidence That Demands



a Verdict combined with the power of your relationship and influence in the
lives of the young people you disciple. You will be the catalyst that influences
the hearts of these young life, and this remarkable resource will guide your
conversation as you help shape the minds of a new generation of disciples.

MATT MARKINS, president of Awana Global Ministries

Scholars, students, and the general public will benefit greatly from this new and
greatly expanded edition of Evidence That Demands a Verdict. One of the things
I like about it is how clearly all of the relevant topics are laid out. The problems,
the challenges, and grounds for skepticism are clearly and fairly expressed—
there are no straw men. Josh and Sean McDowell do not dodge the issues; they
tackle them head on and do so in an informed and compelling manner. Evidence
That Demands a Verdict will serve well another generation.

CRAIG A. EVANS, PhD., D.Habil., John Bisagno
Distinguished Professor of Christian Origins, Houston Baptist
University

Josh McDowell was one of the first guests to feature on my radio debate show
Unbelievable? and Sean has been one of the most recent. I've been hugely
impressed by both generations of Christian thinkers. In this new edition of
Evidence That Demands A Verdict, their combined knowledge, integrity and
passion for sharing the gospel has produced something truly special. Evidence
was the book that first brought evidential apologetics to a popular audience. This
updated edition, comprehensive in scope and yet immensely readable, will
powerfully present the latest evidence to a new generation with a new set of
questions. This book remains an essential resource for every thinking Christian
who wants to give a reason for the hope that they have.

JUSTIN BRIERLEY, presenter of the Unbelievable? radio
show and podcast

Josh McDowell has been a heroic voice of reasonable faith for a generation. He
and his son Sean now team up to answer the skeptics and cynics of today with a
reason to believe.

PASTOR JACOB ARANZA, bestselling author and founder
of Our Savior’s Church and Aranza Outreach



I was one of countless thousands of students who benefited greatly from the
original Evidence That Demands a Verdict. As a college student in the 1980s, I
experienced the scholarly attacks on the trustworthiness of Scripture first hand.
At the time, it wasn’t easy to find arguments from scholars defending the
reliability of the Bible in a way that responded to serious academic attacks. The
book introduced me to those scholars and convinced me that the death of God
had been greatly exaggerated! That’s why I'm delighted that Josh and Sean
McDowell have teamed up to write this new edition of Evidence for a new
generation. The attacks on Christianity have gotten even more intense, but Josh
and Sean more than meet the attacks. They show that you don't have to choose
between faith and reason. I'm confident that their book will not only help
Christians fortify their own faith, but will bring many skeptics to faith in Christ.

JAY RICHARDS, PhD, assistant research professor, Busch
School of Business & Economics, The Catholic University of
America

I am excited about this new edition of Evidence That Demands a Verdict, and
honored to endorse this powerful book. Though hard to believe, this version is
even better than the original and I know something about the original, because it
was one of the most important books in my life—it was instrumental in my
spiritual journey from skeptic to believer. Josh and Sean McDowell approach
apologetics comprehensively and boldly, taking on every imaginable challenge
to Christianity’s truth claims, and answering every one of them thoroughly and
convincingly. This father and son team represents the very best of Christian
family love, and this extraordinarily important book is a glorious outworking of
that love for unbelievers—because it will remove their obstacles to belief—and
for believers—because it will reinforce and reinvigorate their faith like few other
books on the market. God bless both Josh and Sean for this marvelous and
obedient work of evangelism!

DAVID LIMBAUGH, author of seven New York Times
bestsellers including The Emmaus Code and the #1 bestseller
Crimes Against Liberty

I have watched for years as Christian colleges have essentially failed to teach the
next generation how to defend a Biblical worldview and the orthodoxy of our
faith. I am determined to not let this happen at any university under my charge.



This is why we’ve established the Josh McDowell Institute for Christian
Thought and Apologetics at Oklahoma Wesleyan University. I simply will not
let my students graduate without being confronted with the Evidence That
Demands a Verdict. 1 pray that all other Christian scholars and leaders would do
no less.

EVERETT PIPER, PhD, president of Oklahoma Wesleyan
University, home of the Josh McDowell Institute for Christian
Thought and Apologetics

This book is a valuable resource for those wanting to know whether there truly is
enough evidence to show that the Christian message is true. As its title suggests,
it presents a case to that end, which must be considered carefully by anyone who
is truly seeking an answer to the ultimate question of worldviews.

MICHAEL LICONA, associate professor of theology,
Houston Baptist University

In an era where spiritual beliefs are fluid and truth is increasingly viewed as a
four-letter word, Evidence That Demands a Verdict fills a desperate need.
Evidence provides a logical, thorough, compelling examination of the
preponderance of evidence for the truth of Christianity. With this newly updated
edition of a book that was foundational in my own apologetics training as a
teenager, Josh and Sean McDowell are equipping another generation for gospel
conversations.

Despite our culture’s current aversion to truth—or perhaps precisely because of
it—it’s more important than ever that Christians grasp the evidences that support
their faith, so they can gently, lovingly and confidently share the Gospel with
their unreached friends.

GREG STIER, founder and CEO of Dare 2 Share
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To Dottie, my wife of forty-six years. My inspiration, my counselor,
and the greatest encourager in my life to stay true to my calling and
mission. Without her patience, love, encouragement, and constructive
criticism, this project could never have been completed.

Josh McDowell

This book is dedicated to the scholars who compiled the initial
research that challenged my father to consider the claims of Christ. My
personal thanks to John Warwick Montgomery, Wilbur M. Smith,
George Eldon Ladd, Norman Geisler, Bernard Ramm, Carl Henry, F.
F. Bruce, and many more. Your efforts have echoed into my life, the
life of my family, and many others yet to come.

Sean McDowell



Information about External Hyperlinks in this ebook

Please note that footnotes in this ebook may contain hyperlinks to external
websites as part of bibliographic citations. These hyperlinks have not been
activated by the publisher, who cannot verify the accuracy of these links beyond
the date of publication.
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FOREWORD

A mirror requires a response.

Every morning, just about every one of us stumbles into the bathroom to take a
look at how much work needs to be done before we present ourselves to the
outside world. In spite of the fact we’ve never met, I know exactly how long you
stand in front of the mirror each morning. You stand there until it gets better. A
lot better! Most of us would rather be late than to show up on time not looking
our best. After all, nobody gets credit for looking in the mirror. We’re judged by
how we respond to what we see.

In 1972 Josh McDowell published a mirror for believers and skeptics; a
mirror that indeed required a response, or as he so brilliantly stated it, a verdict.
For over forty years, Evidence That Demands a Verdict has been the go-to
resource for Christ followers desiring to equip themselves for the task of
presenting and defending the claims of the Christian faith. Since that initial
release, more than three million copies of this classic apologetics resource have
been printed worldwide. More importantly, multiple millions of people all over
the world have been impacted by the men and women who’ve read and
internalized the insights and research contained in this timeless resource. And
now, Josh and his son, Dr. Sean McDowell, have partnered with over thirty
graduate students and a dozen leading scholars to update and revise this fabulous
resource for a new generation.

Why an update?

While the truth of the Bible doesn’t change, the questions and critics do.
Following the destruction of the World Trade Center and the attack on the
Pentagon, the New Atheists have mounted an effective campaign against the
viability of all religion. Their criticisms of Christianity have been particularly



effective, especially in academic settings. If we’re honest, most of us graduated
high school and left home with Sunday school arguments for the reliability of
the Bible and the credibility of our faith. Unfortunately, years of sermons,
camps, mission trips, and personal devotions can be undermined by a single
lecture in a university setting. Sunday school answers are no match for the rigors
of academia. They don’t fare much better under the weight of adulthood either.
While a previous generation of Christians had the option to stick their heads in
the sand and tune out the voices of the skeptics, Christians today don’t have that
luxury. The Internet has changed the game. The voices, lectures, and arguments
of the New Atheists are just a click away, and they are undermining the faith of
many. So now, more than ever, we need materials designed to equip a new
generation for a new generation of questions and detractors.

I’m confident this expanded and updated edition of Evidence will do for the
modern church what the original version did for me and my contemporaries. As
a parent and pastor I’m extraordinarily grateful to Josh and Sean for continuing
to stand in the gap and defend our very defensible faith. After all, the foundation
of our faith is not a book. It’s way better than that. Our faith is in a Person. A
Person who lived, died, and rose again—for which we have compelling
evidence. Evidence that requires a response. A personal response. As Josh says,
a verdict!

Andy Stanley

Author, Communicator, and Founder of North Point
Ministries



PREFACE

Why a Massive Book about Evidence?

The story begins about forty-five years ago. After I (Josh) became a Christian, I
began to speak in public forums about my spiritual journey and my extensive
research into the reliability of the biblical text, as well as the evidences for the
deity of Christ and his resurrection. One of my lecture series was “Christianity:
Hoax or History?” People of all walks of life would come up to me and ask if
they could get my research and speaking notes. You see, at that time it was very
hard to find documentation of the historical evidences for the Christian faith.
Students, professors, and laypeople in the church would ask, “How can we get
access to what you and others are teaching on these subjects?” So it was that I
began to compile my research and speaking notes to create the first edition of
Evidence That Demands a Verdict.

Why This Revised Edition?

Since the first edition of Evidence That Demands a Verdict was published in
1972 and revised in 1979 and 1999, significant new discoveries have further
confirmed the historical evidence for the Christian faith. For example, new
archaeological finds have provided further confirmation of the credibility of both
the Old and New Testaments.

Nevertheless, for the past forty years our culture has been heavily influenced
by the philosophical outlook called postmodernism. People today question why
evidence for the Christian faith is even necessary or important. There is a
skepticism in our land and around the world that has given rise to the misguided
thinking of the Jesus Seminar, or more recently, the New Atheists, to confuse
and disorient people about the true identity of Jesus Christ.

To address the most current trends and examine the objections and questions



that are so pervasive in our Internet world early in the twenty-first century, I am
delighted that my son, Sean, agreed to direct the extensive and challenging
project of revising and updating this classic book and to serve as my coauthor.
Sean is a talented scholar, teacher, author, and speaker. He and his team of
researchers, writers, and editors have done a terrific job in helping me to
complete this massive undertaking.

It is our hope that, in providing the most up-to-date information, this fourth
edition of Evidence That Demands a Verdict will equip Christians of the twenty-
first century with confidence as they seek to understand and defend their faith. In
addition, we believe that, as has happened with previous editions, many who
have been confused or never exposed to the truth of Christianity will discover
that Jesus Christ is who he claimed to be, that God loves them, and that he wants
to welcome them into his eternal family.

Watch Your Attitude

Our motivation in using this research is to glorify and magnify Jesus Christ, not
to win an argument. Evidence is not for proving the Word of God, but rather for
providing a reasoned basis for faith. One should have a gentle and reverent spirit
when using apologetics or evidences: “But sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts,
always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an
account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence” (1 Pet.
3:15 nasB, emphasis mine).

These notes, used with a caring attitude, can motivate a person to consider
Jesus Christ honestly, and direct him or her back to the central and primary issue
of the gospel (see 1 Cor. 15:1-4, as well as “How to Know God Personally” at
the end of this book).

When I share Christ with someone who has honest doubts, I always seek first
to listen. I want to hear that person’s story and only then offer information to
answer his or her questions. Then I turn the conversation back to the person’s
relationship with Christ. The presentation of evidence (apologetics) should never
be used as a substitute for sharing the Word of God.

Why Copyrighted?

These notes are copyrighted, not to limit their use, but to protect against their



misuse and to safeguard the rights of the authors and publishers that we have
quoted and documented.

A Lifetime Investment:

We recommend the following books for your library. These are also good books
to donate to your university library. (Or, a university will often purchase books
for its library if you submit a request.)

Parts I and II:

Blomberg, Craig. The Historical Reliability of the New Testament. B&H
Academic, 2016.

Bauckham, Richard. Jesus and the Eyewitnesses. Eerdmans, 2008.

Evans, Craig. Fabricating Jesus. IVP, 2006.

Licona, Michael. The Resurrection of Jesus: A New Historiographical
Approach. IVP, 2010.

Bowman, Rob and Ed Komoszewski. Putting Jesus in His Place. Kregel, 2007.
Eddy, Paul Rhodes and Gregory A. Boyd. The Jesus Legend. Baker, 2007.
McDowell, Sean. The Fate of the Apostles. Routledge, 2016.

Kruger, Michael J. The Question of Canon. IVP, 2013.

Wright, N. T. The Resurrection of the Son of God, vols. 1-3. Fortress Press,
2003.

McGrew, Lydia. Hidden in Plain View: Undesigned Coincidences in the Gospels
and Acts. DeWard, 2017.

Part I1I:

Kaiser, Walter C. The Old Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? IVP,
2001.

Hoffmeier, James K. and Dennis R. Magary. Do Historical Matters Matter to
Faith? 2012.

Kitchen, K. A. On the Reliability of the Old Testament. Eerdmans, 2003.

Part1V:



Groothuis, Douglas. Truth Decay. IVP, 2000.
Erickson, Millard J. Truth or Consequences. IVP, 2001.
Keener, Craig. Miracles. vols. 1-2. IVP, 2012.
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REVISING EVIDENCE THAT
DEMANDS A VERDICT

AN INTERVIEW WITH JOSH MCDOWELL

Ithough I, Sean, have had the privilege of working with my father on a

variety of projects, updating Evidence That Demands a Verdict is perhaps
the most special of all. While he has written or coauthored more than 150 books,
Evidence That Demands a Verdict is one of his signature works.

People regularly share with me that this book helped lead them to Christ, or
if they came across the book as a believer, helped them hold on to their faith
during a season of doubt. And some of the most influential evangelical scholars
today, such as William Lane Craig and J. P. Moreland, and leading pastors, such
as Skip Heitzig, consider the book formative in their own faith journeys. While
apologetics books have proliferated in recent years, in the last quarter of the
twentieth century, Evidence was one of the few based on the historicity of the
biblical accounts. For many it became their “go-to” reference book for evidence-
based apologetics. Evidence has been truly groundbreaking and trendsetting.

And this does not yet even include its international influence! Since 1972,
Evidence has been translated into forty-four languages and published worldwide.
Millions of people from South America, Asia, Australia, Africa, the Middle East,
and beyond have come to rely upon Evidence as one of the most important
apologetics books of this generation.

No wonder I ventured into this project with both enthusiasm and trepidation!
It was thrilling to be able to manage the update of such a significant project,
trusting that God would use it again for a new generation, yet I also felt the
weight of getting it right. After all, so many people all over the world consider
Evidence an authoritative source of evidence for the reliability of the Bible, the
historicity of the resurrection, and the reality that Jesus was really God in human
flesh.

As I considered ways to introduce this new edition, I realized there could be
no better reintroduction than an interview with my father, Josh. The revisions



and expansions to this present edition remain fully grounded in Josh’s own story
—his reasons for writing Evidence in the first place and the impact the book has
had on his own life and the lives of those he’s ministered to over the years.

SEAN: Dad, why did you first write Evidence That Demands a Verdict?

JOSH: I wrote it as a result of a struggle. I began my college years with a lot
of hurt, anger, and bitterness. I was mad at my father—your grandfather—for
being an alcoholic and for destroying my family. I was also angry at Wayne
Bailey, the man who worked on our farm, for sexually abusing me from ages six
to thirteen. I was desperately seeking happiness and meaning in life, and simply
didn’t know where to find it. I was successful in school, business, sports, and
even campus leadership. And even though I put on a smile and acted like I had it
all together, my life seemed so empty. I desperately wanted to know truth.

And yet in the university I saw this small group of people, two professors
and about eight students, whose lives were different. I wanted what they had,
and so I asked them what made their lives different. One girl said, “Jesus
Christ,” and I laughed. Her answer struck me as the stupidest thing I had ever
heard. But this group challenged me to examine the claims of Christ
intellectually.

I am certainly not the smartest person in the world, but I am responsible to
use my intellect to discover truth to the utmost. So I took up their challenge, and
to my amazement came to the conclusion that God did manifest himself through
the Scriptures and the person of Christ.

Once I came to this intellectual conviction, I began to strategize about how I
could share the things I discovered with others. During the first thirteen years
after becoming a Christian, I both shared my faith and continued to research the
evidential basis for the Christian faith. After I would speak, people from the
audience kept asking me for copies of my notes and research. That gave me the
idea that I could and should publish my research to inform those who were truly
seeking truth as well as to encourage followers of Christ. Eventually, I brought
together a team of students from a variety of universities to work with me. They
would research all day, and then I would collate their findings at night. Out of
those years of work came Evidence That Demands a Verdict.

And yet no one wanted to publish it! I broke almost every principle of
publishing, such as including lengthy quotes with full documentation. People
told me that it wouldn’t sell and that no one would read it. It took me nearly a



year to type out the manuscript on an electric typewriter. I checked and double-
checked footnotes and yet still made some mistakes. I finally published it on a
Friday morning, and by that evening, it was already selling out. And it continued
to sell at a feverish rate for years.

Now there are some incredible apologetics books by people such as Ravi
Zacharias, Lee Strobel, Frank Turek, J. Warner Wallace, and others. But there
was almost nothing like it when I first wrote Evidence.

SEAN: What is one of your favorite stories about the impact of Evidence?

JOSH: Probably my favorite stories come from overseas—from places like
the Middle East and South Korea. One year Evidence was chosen by secular
newspapers as the book of the year in South Korea. Honors like this are so
exciting because they mean that the book is influencing lives by motivating
people to dig deeper into the Scriptures.

A man walked into a Christian bookstore in an Arabic-speaking country. “I
want your best book on the defense of Christianity.” The bookstore manager
handed him Evidence That Demands A Verdict in Arabic. As the man left he
exclaimed, “I’m doing my dissertation on destroying Christianity.” Six months
later the storeowner baptized the student who had become a believer.

SEAN: How has culture changed since you first wrote Evidence in the early
1970s?

JOSH: When 1 first wrote Evidence, there was very limited access to
information. Today there is an overload of truth claims. In the 1970s people
were exposed to ideas by their parents, friends, teachers in school, and then
eventually professors in the university. But there wasn’t the Internet, where
people now have endless access to unfiltered information.

Also, when I first wrote Evidence, people wanted proof for their beliefs.
People wanted evidence. And then it began to switch about ten to fifteen years
ago. It used to be that when I made a truth claim at a university, students would
say, “How do you know that’s true? Give us some proof.” But then students
started saying, “What right do you have to make that claim? You are an
intolerant bigot.” Culture has gravitated away from the essence of truth to the
emotion of the individual. Essentially, culture has moved from valuing substance
to valuing form.



SEAN: How do you intend Evidence to be used?

JOSH: I wrote Evidence as a resource book for individuals and families.
According to his wife, legendary Dallas Cowboys coach Tom Landry would
read Evidence for fifteen minutes every night before bed, including the night
before the Super Bowl. But he’s an exception. Evidence is a thick book that is
heavy with content. I wrote it to be a resource for individuals and families to
walk through together, so they could be confident that there is a lot of evidence
for Christianity and know where to find answers to common objections.

SEAN: What is your goal for this new version?

JOSH: The goal for this new version is the same as the first one: to give
people a reference book that spurs them toward truth and greater confidence in
Scripture and the desire to know truth. My hope is that Evidence continues to be
a foundational book for pastors, teachers, parents, students, youth workers, and
other Christians who want to have confidence about their own faith and be ready
to give an answer for their faith.

SEAN: What role did the evidence play in your personal journey to Christ?

JOSH: My biggest objection to Christianity was that it was not true. But
once I checked out the evidence firsthand, I realized that Christianity is true.
Encountering the evidence was one of the biggest factors that led me to consider
the claims of Christ. Through wrestling with the evidence, I learned that faith is
meant to go along with evidence, not run contrary to it.

But, despite what many people think, it wasn’t the evidence that brought me
to Christ. What brought me to Christ was an understanding of the love of God.
Jeremiah 31:3 says, “I have loved you with an everlasting love; therefore I have
continued my faithfulness to you” (Esv). What brought me to Christ was the
realization that if I were the only one in the world, Christ still would have died
for me.

My ultimate problem wasn’t intellectual—it was emotional. I had bitterness
and hatred for my father because he was an alcoholic and destroyed my family.
In addition, the sexual abuse I experienced for seven years by Wayne Bailey just
compounded the hurt. Given my father’s failures, it brought me no joy to hear
that a heavenly Father supposedly loved me. Every time someone mentioned a
“heavenly Father,” it didn’t bring joy—it brought pain. I could not decipher the



difference between a heavenly Father and an earthly father because in my world
and in my experience, fathers hurt people. So I wanted nothing to do with God. I
never even considered the message of Christianity until I was convinced that it
was true. Evidence brought me to the point of considering how the Christian
message might apply to my own life. It was the evidence that first caught my
attention, but it was an understanding of the love of God, as I mentioned above,
that ultimately drew me to trust and follow Christ.

* & @

It truly was a joy and privilege to partner with my father, and dozens of students
and scholars, on this project. God has used this book in remarkable ways over
the past half century. My prayer is that God will continue to use it to ground
believers with confidence in their faith and to help seekers discover how much
God truly cares for them and desires for them to know him personally. I hope
you find this edition faithful to the original spirit of Evidence but also updated
for a new generation.



HE CHANGED MY LIFE

homas Aquinas, the thirteenth-century philosopher, wrote, “There is within

every soul a thirst for happiness and meaning.” I (Josh) first began to feel
that thirst when I was a teenager. I wanted to be happy. I wanted my life to have
meaning. I became hounded by those three basic questions that haunt every
human life: Who am I? Why am I here? Where am I going? 1 wanted answers to
these questions, so as a young student, I started searching for them.

Where 1 was brought up, everyone seemed to be into religion. Because I
thought maybe I would find my answers in being religious, I started attending
church—a lot. I went every time the doors opened—morning, afternoon, or
evening. But I must have picked the wrong church, because I felt worse inside
the church than I did outside. About the only thing I got out of my religious
experience was seventy-five cents a week: I would put a quarter into the offering
plate and take a dollar out so I could buy a milkshake!

I was brought up on a farm in Michigan, and most farmers are very practical.
My dad, who was a farmer, taught me, “If something doesn’t work, chuck it.” So
I chucked religion.

Then I thought that education might have the answers to my quest for
meaning. So I decided to go to college. You can learn many things in college,
but I didn’t find the answers I was seeking. I’'m sure I was by far the most
unpopular student with the faculty of the first college I attended. I would
buttonhole professors in their offices and badger them for answers to my
questions. When they saw me coming they would turn out the lights, pull down
the shades, and lock the door so they wouldn’t have to talk to me. Soon I
discovered that my teachers and fellow students had just as many problems,
frustrations, and unanswered questions about life as I had. A few years ago I saw
a student walking around with a T-shirt that read: “Don’t follow me, I'm lost.”
That’s how everyone on campus seemed to me. Education, I concluded, was not
the answer!

Prestige must be the way to go, I decided. It just seemed right to find a noble



cause, give yourself to it, and become well known. The people on campus with
the most prestige were the student leaders. So I ran for various student offices
and got elected. It was great to know everyone on campus, make important
decisions, and spend the college’s money doing what I wanted to do. But the
thrill soon wore off, as was the case with everything else I had tried.

On Monday morning I would wake up, usually with a headache because of
the way I had spent the previous night, dreading to face another five miserable
days. I endured Monday through Friday, living only for the partying nights of
Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. Then on Monday the whole boring cycle would
start over again. I felt frustrated, even desperate. My goal was to find my identity
and purpose in life. But everything I tried left me empty and without answers.

I didn’t let on that my life was meaningless: I was too proud for that.
Everyone thought I was the happiest man on campus. If things were going great
for me, I felt great. When things were going lousy, I felt lousy. I just didn’t let it
show.

I was like a boat out in the ocean, tossed back and forth by the waves. I had
no rudder—no direction or control. But I couldn’t find anyone who could tell me
how to live any differently. I was frustrated. No, it was worse than that. There’s
a strong term that describes the life I was living: hell.

Around that time I noticed a small group of people—eight students and two
faculty members. There was something different about them. They seemed to
know who they were and where they were going in life. And they had a quality I
deeply admire in people: conviction. There is a certain dynamic in the lives of
people with deep convictions, and I enjoy being around people with that
dynamic, even if their beliefs differ from mine.

It was clear to me that these people had something I didn’t have. They were
disgustingly happy. And their happiness didn’t ride up and down with the
circumstances of life; it was constant. They appeared to possess an inner source
of joy, and I wondered where it came from.

But there was something else about this group that caught my attention—
their attitudes and actions toward each other. They genuinely loved each other—
and not only each other, but the people outside their group as well. They didn’t
just talk about love; they got involved in peoples’ lives, helping them with their
needs and problems. It was all totally foreign to me, yet I was strongly attracted
to it. So I decided to make friends with them.

About two weeks later, I was sitting around a table in the student union
talking with some members of this group. Soon the conversation turned to the



topic of God. I was pretty skeptical and insecure about this subject, so I put on a
big front. I leaned back in my chair, acting as if I couldn’t care less.
“Christianity, ha!” I blustered. “That’s for weaklings, not intellectuals.” Down
deep, I really wanted what they had. But with my pride and my position on
campus, I didn’t want them to know that I wanted what they had. Then I turned
to one of the girls in the group and said, “Tell me, what changed your lives?
Why are you so different from all the other students and faculty?”

She looked me straight in the eye and said two words I had never expected to
hear in an intelligent discussion on a university campus: “Jesus Christ.”

“Jesus Christ?” I snapped. “Don’t give me that kind of garbage. I'm fed up
with religion and the Bible. And I’'m fed up with the church.”

Immediately she shot back, “Mister, I didn’t say ‘religion’: I said ‘Jesus
Christ.” ” She pointed out something I had never known: Christianity is not a
religion. Religion is humans trying to work their way to God through good
works. Christianity is God coming to men and women through Jesus Christ.

I wasn’t buying it. Not for a minute. Taken aback by the girl’s courage and
conviction, I apologized for my attitude. “But I’m sick and tired of religion and
religious people,” I added. “I don’t want anything to do with it.”

Then my new friends issued me a challenge I couldn’t believe. They
challenged me, a pre-law student, to make a rigorous, intellectual examination of
the claims of Jesus Christ: that he is God’s Son; that he inhabited a human body
and lived among real men and women; that he died on the cross for the sins of
humanity; that he was buried and was resurrected three days later; and that he is
still alive and can change a person’s life even today.

I thought this challenge was a joke. These Christians were so dumb. How
could something as flimsy as Christianity stand up to an intellectual
examination? I scoffed at their challenge.

But they didn’t let up. They continued to challenge me day after day, and
finally they backed me into the corner. I became so irritated at their insistence
that I finally accepted their challenge—just to prove them wrong. I decided to
write a book that would show them that Christianity was a joke—intellectually
and historically. I left college for a period of months so that I could travel
throughout the United States and Europe to gather evidence in libraries and
museums to prove that Christianity is a sham.

At the end of my journey in Europe, I found myself sitting in a museum
library in London, England. After several hours of research studying some out-
of-print books, I leaned back in my chair, rubbed my eyes, and without



remembering I was in a quiet library, I spoke out loud, “It’s true. It’s true! It’s
really true!” It was about 6:30 p.m. when I left the library. As I walked along
those London streets, I realized that there was no escaping the facts: the Bible is
true, the resurrection of Christ really did happen, and Jesus is who he claimed to
be. I did not fall on my knees and become a Christian right there, right then. But
it seemed that there was a voice within me saying, “Josh, you don’t have a leg to
stand on.” I immediately suppressed it. But every day after that it just got louder
and louder. The more I researched, the more I became aware of that same
challenge. I returned to the United States and continued my research at the
Harvard University and University of Michigan libraries. But I couldn’t sleep at
night. I would go to bed at ten o’clock and lie awake until four in the morning,
trying to refute the overwhelming evidence I was accumulating that Jesus Christ
is in fact God’s Son.

I began to realize that I was being intellectually dishonest. My mind told me
that the claims of Christ were indeed true, but my will was being pulled another
direction. I had placed so much emphasis on finding the truth, but I wasn’t
willing to follow it once I found it. It seemed that God was challenging me with
these words from the Bible in Revelation 3:20: “Here I am! I stand at the door
and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat
with him, and he with me” (n1v). But becoming a Christian seemed so ego-
shattering to me. I couldn’t think of a faster way to ruin all my good times, let
alone my life.

I knew I had to resolve this inner conflict because it was driving me crazy. I
had always considered myself an open-minded person, so I decided to put
Christ’s claims to the supreme test. One night at the end of my second year of
college, I became a Christian. Someone may say, “How do you know you
became a Christian?” That’s a fair question. Here is the simple answer: “I was
there!”

I met alone with a Christian friend and prayed four things that established
my relationship with God. First, I said, “Lord Jesus, thank you for dying on the
cross for me.” 1 realized that if I were the only person on earth, Christ still would
have died for me. You may think it was the irrefutable intellectual and historical
evidence that brought me to Christ. No, the evidence was only God’s way of
getting his foot in the door of my life. What brought me to Christ was the
realization that he loved me enough to die for me.

Second, I said, “I confess that I am a sinner.” No one had to tell me that. I
knew there were things in my life that were incompatible with a holy, just,



righteous God. The Bible says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and
will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9 niv).
So I said, “Lord, forgive me.”

Third, I said, “Right now, in the best way I know how, I open the door to my
life and place my trust in you as Savior and Lord. Take over the control of my
life. Change me from the inside out. Make me the type of person you created me
to be.”

The last thing I prayed was, “Thank you for coming into my life.”

After I prayed, nothing happened. There was no bolt of lightning. If
anything, I actually felt worse after I prayed—almost physically sick. I was
afraid I had made an emotional decision that I would later regret intellectually.
But more than that, I was afraid of what my friends would say when they found
out. I really felt that they would think I had “gone off the deep end.”

But over the next eighteen months my entire life was changed. One of the
biggest changes occurred in how I viewed people. While studying in college, I
had mapped out the next twenty-five years of my life. My goal had been to
become governor of Michigan and then a United States senator. I planned to
accomplish my goal by using people in order to climb the ladder of political
success—I figured people were meant to be used. But after I placed my trust in
Christ, my thinking changed. Instead of using others to serve me, I now
discovered that I wanted to be used to serve others. Becoming other-centered
instead of self-centered was a really dramatic change in my life.

Another area that started to change was my bad temper. I used to blow my
stack if somebody just looked at me wrong. I still have the scars from almost
killing a man during my first year in college. My bad temper was so ingrained
that I didn’t consciously seek to change it. But one day, when faced with a crisis
that would ordinarily have set me off, I discovered that my bad temper was gone.
I’m not perfect in this area, but this change in my life has been significant and
dramatic.

Perhaps the most significant change has been in the area of hatred and
bitterness. I grew up filled with hatred, primarily aimed at one man whom I
hated more than anyone else on the face of the earth. I despised everything this
man stood for. I can remember as a young boy lying in bed at night plotting how
I would kill this man without being caught by the police. This man was my
father.

While I was growing up, my father was the town drunk. I hardly ever saw
him sober. My friends at school would joke about my dad lying in the gutter



downtown, making a fool of himself. Their jokes hurt me deeply, but I never let
anyone know. I laughed along with them. I kept my pain a secret.

I would sometimes find my mother in the barn, lying in the manure behind
the cows where my dad had beaten her with a hose until she couldn’t get up. My
hatred seethed as I vowed to myself, “When I am strong enough, I’m going to
kill him.” Sometimes when visitors were coming over and my dad was drunk, I
would grab him around the neck, pull him out to the barn, and tie him up. After
tying his hands and feet, I would loop part of the rope around his neck, hoping
he would try to get away and choke himself. Then I would park his truck behind
the silo and tell everyone he had gone to a meeting, so we wouldn’t be
embarrassed as a family.

Two months before I graduated from high school, I walked into the house
after a date to hear my mother sobbing. I ran into her room, and she sat up in
bed. “Son, your father has broken my heart,” she said. She put her arms around
me and pulled me close. “I have lost the will to live. All I want to do is live until
you graduate, then I want to die.”

Two months later I graduated, and a few months later my mother died. I
believe she died of a broken heart. I hated my father for that. Had I not left home
a few months after the funeral to attend college, I might have killed him.

But after I made a decision to place my trust in Jesus as my Savior and Lord,
the love of God inundated my life. He took my hatred for my father and turned it
upside down. Five months after becoming a Christian, I found myself looking
my dad right in the eye and saying, “Dad, I love you.” I did not want to love that
man, but I did. God’s love had changed my heart.

After I transferred to Wheaton College, I was in a serious car accident, the
victim of a drunk driver. I was moved home from the hospital to recover, and my
father came to see me. Remarkably, he was sober that day. He seemed uneasy,
pacing back and forth in my room. Then he blurted out, “How can you love a
father like me?”

I said, “Dad, six months ago I hated you, I despised you. But I have put my
trust in Jesus Christ, received God’s forgiveness, and he has changed my life. I
can’t explain it all, Dad. But God has taken away my hatred for you and replaced
it with love.”

We talked for nearly an hour. Then he said, “Son, if God can do in my life
what I’ve seen him do in yours, then I want to give him the opportunity.” He
prayed, “God, if you’re really God and Jesus died on the cross to forgive me for
what I’ve done to my family, I need you. If Jesus can do in my life what I’ve



seen him do in the life of my son, then I want to trust him as my Savior and
Lord.” Hearing my dad pray this prayer from his heart was one of the greatest
joys of my life.

After I trusted Christ, my life was basically changed in six to eighteen
months. But my father’s life changed right before my eyes. It was like someone
reached down and switched on a light inside him. He touched alcohol only once
after that. He got the drink only as far as his lips, and that was it—after forty
years of drinking! He didn’t need it anymore. Fourteen months later, he died
from complications of his alcoholism. But in that fourteen-month period over a
hundred people in the area around my tiny hometown committed their lives to
Jesus Christ because of the change they saw in the town drunk, my dad.

But I need to tell you that as I grew up, my father was not the only person I
grew to despise and deeply hate. Our hired cook and housekeeper, Wayne
Bailey, was a tall thin man with a long pointed nose. He had a room upstairs in
our farmhouse. To say that I grew to hate Wayne would be to put it mildly. You
see, Wayne sexually abused me repeatedly, beginning when I was just six years
old—until as a young teenager I became strong enough to resist. One day, when
my parents were both out, Wayne from behind put his hand on my right
shoulder. My body stiffened because I knew what was next. My fear and
nervousness had never stopped him before. But this time I was finally ready. I
spun around and slammed Wayne against the wall, grabbing his neck with my
left hand and raising my right clenched fist. “If you ever touch me again—even
once—I will kill you!” That was the day the sexual abuse stopped. Several years
later he quit his job on our farm and left for good.

But the emotional pain and deep psychological scars remained with me. Yes,
I truly hated Wayne for what he had done. Forgive him? Seriously? That
question is one I had to wrestle with. And I did. It wasn’t until I realized afresh
the enormity of what it meant that Jesus had died for me and had forgiven me
that I knew that I needed to find Wayne and, as an act of obedience, forgive that
man for what he had done. My pastor had told me that forgiveness doesn’t mean
justifying or condoning what he did, but it would begin the process of freeing me
from the past, and it would offer a lost person the opportunity for redemption.

Well, I located Wayne—Iliving in a drab house in Jackson, Michigan. Having
carefully rehearsed what I would say, I told him, “Wayne, what you did to me
was evil. Very evil! But I have come to know Jesus Christ as my Savior and
Lord. And I have come here . . . to. .. tell you...” I prayed for strength and
continued, “Wayne, all of us have sinned, and no one measures up to God’s



standard of perfection. We all need redemption, and, well, I’ve come here to tell
you that I forgive you.”

He looked at me without blinking. For a moment I wished it wasn’t true, but
it was true and I had to say it. “Christ died for you, Wayne, as much as he died
for me.” I paused and then as I turned to leave, I turned to face him one final
time. “One other thing, Wayne. Don’t let me ever hear of you touching a young
man again. You’ll regret it.”

Out of obedience to God’s command, I had chosen to forgive a man who had
deeply hurt me. Forgiveness is an action, not an emotion. As I pulled away in my
car, there was no high or low point of emotion that one might expect. Instead, I
recognized a peace in my heart unlike anything I had experienced before.

You can laugh at Christianity. You can mock and ridicule it. But it works. If
you trust Christ, start watching your attitudes and actions—Jesus Christ is in the
business of changing lives.

Christianity is not something to be shoved down your throat or forced on
you. You have your life to live and I have mine. All I can do is tell you what I
have learned and experienced. After that, what you do with Christ is your
decision.

Perhaps the prayer I prayed will help you: “Lord Jesus, I need you. Thank
you for dying on the cross for me. Forgive me and cleanse me. Right this
moment [ trust you as my Savior and Lord. Make me the type of person you
created me to be. In Christ’s name, Amen.”

Josh McDowell
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I. What Is Apologetics?

As a professor of Christian apologetics at Biola University, I (Sean) help prepare
students to answer tough questions raised against the Christian faith. One day
someone from outside the Biola academic community called our university to
ask why we offer classes on apologizing for the faith. She thought apologetics
meant teaching students to say they were sorry for their beliefs! While her
question was well intentioned, she didn’t grasp the nature of apologetics and its
biblical role in the Christian life. Christians certainly should apologize for their
faith, but not in the sense she had in mind.

Apologize . . . for What?

The word apologetics does not mean to say you’re sorry. Instead, it refers to
the defense of what you believe to be true. This book of evidence for the validity
of the Christian faith is therefore a book of apologetics.

Theologian and apologist Clark Pinnock explains the nature of apologetics in
this way:

The term apologetics derives from a Greek term, apologia, and was used for



a defence that a person like Socrates might make of his views and actions.
The apostle Peter tells every Christian to be ready to give a reason (apologia)
for the hope that is in him (1 Pet. 3:15). Apologetics, then, is an activity of
the Christian mind which attempts to show that the gospel message is true in
what it affirms. An apologist is one who is prepared to defend the message
against criticism and distortion, and to give evidences of its credibility.
(Pinnock, A, 36)

Biblical Passages with the Word Apologia

The New Testament uses the Greek word apologia, often translated in
English as “defense,” eight times in the New Testament. (All passages in this list
are quoted from the esv with italics added):

1. Acts 22:1: “Brothers and fathers, hear the defense that I now make before

»

you.

2. Acts 25:16: “I answered them that it was not the custom of the Romans to
give up anyone before the accused met the accusers face to face and had
opportunity to make his defense concerning the charge laid against him.”

3. 1 Corinthians 9:3: “This is my defense to those who would examine me.”

4. 2 Corinthians 7:11: “For see what earnestness this godly grief has produced in
you, but also what eagerness to clear yourselves [apologia], what indignation,
what fear, what longing, what zeal, what punishment! At every point you have
proved yourselves innocent in the matter.”

5. Philippians 1:7: “It is right for me to feel this way about you all, because I
hold you in my heart, for you are all partakers with me of grace, both in my
imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel.”

6. Philippians 1:16: “The latter do it out of love, knowing that I am put here for
the defense of the gospel.”

7. 1 Peter 3:15: “But in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being
prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope
that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect.”

8. 2 Timothy 4:16: “At my first defense no one came to stand by me, but all
deserted me. May it not be charged against them!”

First Peter 3:15 uses the word defense in a way that denotes the kind of
defense one would make to a legal inquiry, asking, “Why are you a Christian?”



A believer ought to give an adequate answer to this question. The command to
be ready with an answer is directed toward every follower of Jesus—not just
pastors, teachers, and leaders.

There are instances in many other passages when, even though the word
apologia may not appear, the Bible either models or explicitly emphasizes the
importance of apologetics. Consider a few: 2 Corinthians 10:5; Jude 3; Acts
2:22-24; 18:4; Titus 1:9; Job 38:1-41; Luke 24:44.

Jesus the Apologist

Except for 1 Peter 3:15, the New Testament appearances of apologia all
come from the writing or ministry of Paul. But was Jesus an apologist? Though
the New Testament does not mention Jesus using the word apologia, we
nevertheless hold that he was, indeed, an apologist. Philosopher Douglas
Groothuis has carefully studied the question of whether Jesus was a philosopher
or an apologist. After giving many examples of how Jesus rationally defended
the crucial claims of Christianity, Groothuis concludes:

Contrary to the views of critics, Jesus Christ was a brilliant thinker, who used
logical arguments to refute His critics and establish the truth of His views.
When Jesus praised the faith of children, He was encouraging humility as a
virtue, not irrational religious trust or a blind leap of faith in the dark. Jesus
deftly employed a variety of reasoning strategies in His debates on various
topics. These include escaping the horns of a dilemma, a fortiori arguments,
appeals to evidence, and reductio ad absurdum arguments. Jesus’ use of
persuasive arguments demonstrates that He was both a philosopher and an
apologist who rationally defended His worldview in discussions with some
of the best thinkers of His day. This intellectual approach does not detract
from His divine authority but enhances it. Jesus’ high estimation of
rationality and His own application of arguments indicates [sic] that
Christianity is not an anti-intellectual faith. Followers of Jesus today,
therefore, should emulate His intellectual zeal, using the same kinds or
arguments He Himself wused. Jesus’ argumentative strategies have
applications to four contemporary debates: the relationship between God and
morality, the reliability of the New Testament, the resurrection of Jesus, and
ethical relativism. (Groothuis, JPA)



Apologetics in the Old Testament

Some falsely assume that apologetics began in the New Testament era. After
explaining how Jesus and Paul engaged in logical debate both to destroy faulty
beliefs and to propagate the Christian faith, philosopher J. P. Moreland observes:

Jesus and Paul were continuing a style of persuasion peppered throughout the
Old Testament prophets. Regularly, the prophets appealed to evidence to
justify belief in the biblical God or in the divine authority of their inspired
message: fulfilled prophecy, the historical fact of miracles, the inadequacy of
finite pagan deities to be a cause of such a large, well-ordered universe
compared to the God of the Bible, and so forth. They did not say, “God said
it, that settles it, you should believe it!” They provided a rational defense for
their claims. (Moreland, LYG, 132)

I1. Five Reasons Apologetics Is Important
Today

Reason #1: We Are All Apologists Anyway

Apologetics is not listed as a spiritual gift for teachers, preachers, or
evangelists, as though only some ought to become apologists. Rather, all
Christians are called to be ready with an answer (1 Peter 3:15; Jude 3). We all
make a case for Christianity in some fashion or another—but are we doing it
well? Beyond the specific Christian calling to have a ready defense for the faith,
there is a sense in which everyone is already an apologist for something. The
question is not whether we are apologists, but what kind of apologists we are.
Christian author and social critic Os Guinness addresses this idea:

From the shortest texts and tweets to the humblest website, to the angriest
blog, to the most visited social networks, the daily communications of the
wired world attest that everyone is now in the business of relentless self-
promotion—presenting themselves, explaining themselves, defending
themselves, selling themselves or sharing their inner thoughts and emotions
as never before in human history. That is why it can be said that we are in the
grand secular age of apologetics. The whole world has taken up apologetics
without ever knowing the idea as Christians understand it. We are all



apologists now, if only on behalf of “the Daily Me” or “the Tweeted Update”
that we post for our virtual friends and our cyber community. The great goals
of life, we are told, are to gain the widest possible public attention and to
reach as many people in the world with our products—and always, our
leading product is Us. (Guinness, FT, 15-16)

Reason #2: Apologetics Strengthens Believers

Many Christians claim to believe in Jesus, but only a minority can articulate
good reasons for why their beliefs are true. Yet when Christians learn good
evidences for the truth of the Bible, for the existence of God, or how to respond
to tough challenges to the faith, they gain confidence in their beliefs. For
instance, I (Sean) lead high school students on an apologetics mission trip each
year to Salt Lake City, Los Angeles, or Berkeley. To prepare for this trip,
students attend weekly meetings and lengthy training sessions, and read
apologetics books. Then we go meet, have conversations with, and listen to
lectures from some of the best thinkers from other faiths. The vast majority of
these students come back with a renewed confidence that their beliefs are not
only true, but also defensible. As a result, many grow more eager and willing to
share their faith.

Philosopher and apologist William Lane Craig explains how college students
can gain confidence by learning apologetics:

Typically I’ll be invited onto a campus to debate some professor who has a
reputation of being especially abusive to Christian students in his classes.
We’ll have a public debate on, say, the existence of God, or Christianity
versus humanism, or some such topic. Again and again I find that while most
of these men are pretty good at beating up intellectually on an eighteen-year-
old in one of their classes, they can’t even hold their own when it comes to
going toe-to-toe with one of their peers. John Stackhouse once remarked to
me that these debates are really a Westernized version of what missiologists
call a “power encounter.” I think that’s a perceptive analysis. Christian
students come away from these encounters with a renewed confidence in
their faith, their heads held high, proud to be Christians, and bolder in
speaking out for Christ on their campus. (Craig, RF, 21)

Reason #3: Apologetics Helps Students Hang On to Their



Faith

A number of different studies track how many students leave the church
during their college years, and, overall, the stats indicate that, after high school,
between one-third and two-thirds of young people do leave. (Wallace, AYP)
While they leave for many different kinds of reasons (moral, volitional,
emotional, relational, etc.), intellectual questions are one important factor.
Young people have genuine intellectual questions. And when these questions are
not answered, many leave the church.

Both of us regularly speak at churches around the world, and frequently meet
afterwards with parents who say something like, “I wish my child could have
heard you a few years ago. We raised her in the faith, but now she has strayed
from it. She had questions that no one could answer, and simply doesn’t believe
anymore.” These stories are so common today, and they break our hearts.
Intellectual challenges, just a click away, confront young people today more than
in any other previous generation. We do, however, also frequently hear stories of
how our books, articles, and videos (and those of other apologists) have helped
people hold on to their faith in the face of challenges. Bottom line: if you want to
train up young people to remain strong in the Christian faith, one vital
component is training in apologetics.

Reason #4: Apologetics Helps with Evangelism

In an article about big issues facing the church, pastor Timothy Keller says
the contemporary church needs a renewal of apologetics:

Christians in the West will finally be facing what missionaries around the
world have faced for years: how to communicate the gospel to Muslims,
Buddhists, Hindus, and adherents of various folk religions. All young church
leaders should take courses in and read the texts of the other major world
religions. They should also study the gospel presentations written by
missionaries engaging those religions. Loving community will be extremely
important, as it always is, to reach out to neighbors of other faiths, but if they
are going to come into the church, they will have many questions that church
leaders today need to be able to answer. (Keller, HSC)

People naturally have questions. They always have and always will. One of
the key functions of apologetics, then, is to respond to questions and clear away



objections people have that hinder their trust in Christ. Apologist, author, and
speaker Ravi Zacharias emphasizes the important impact of an alert response to
someone’s question, even in a small way: “Do not underestimate the role you
may play in clearing the obstacles in someone’s spiritual journey. A seed sown
here, a light shone there may be all that is needed to move someone one step
further.” (Zacharias, AA, xvii)

In this book, we are going to take you deep. Yet our goal is that you gain
knowledge not for its own sake, but for your preparation to confidently answer
questions people may ask you about Christianity. If you want to share your faith
effectively, you need to be ready with answers.

Professor James Beilby explains the relationship between evangelism and
apologetics:

Evangelism and apologetics are closely related. Both have a common general
goal: encouraging commitment to Jesus Christ. In fact, in certain theological
circles, apologetics has been labeled pre-evangelism. On this understanding,
apologetics clears the ground for evangelism; it makes evangelism more
effective by preemptively addressing impediments to hearing the gospel.
This is certainly true, but I submit that apologetics is also useful in the midst
of the presentation of the gospel and after the presentation of the gospel. In
other words, there is no moment in which a Christian takes off her evangelist
hat and puts on her apologist hat. The relationship is more seamless than that.
The difference between the two is one of focus. Evangelism is focused on
presenting the gospel; apologetics is focused on defending and commending
it. There is, moreover, an important difference in the audience of evangelism
and apologetics. Evangelism is done only with non-Christians, but
apologetics should be done with Christians and non-Christians alike. (Beilby,
TACA, 32)

Reason #5: Apologetics Helps Shape Culture

Apologetics and evangelism never happen in a vacuum. In our experience,
apologetics questions come from both Christians and non-Christians—because
they both live in the same cultures, and the same world influences their thinking.
Why are considerations of culture so important? Craig explains:

They’re important simply because the gospel is never heard in isolation. It is
always heard against the background of the cultural milieu in which one



lives. A person raised in a cultural milieu in which Christianity is still seen as
an intellectually viable option will display an openness to the gospel which a
person who is secularized will not. For the secular person you may as well
tell him to believe in fairies or leprechauns as in Jesus Christ! Or, to give a
more realistic illustration, it is like our being approached on the street by a
devotee of the Hare Krishna movement who invites us to believe in Krishna.
Such an invitation strikes us as bizarre, freakish, even amusing. But to a
person on the streets of Delhi, such an invitation would, I assume, appear
quite reasonable and be serious cause for reflection. I fear that evangelicals
appear almost as weird to persons on the streets of Bonn, Stockholm, or Paris
as do the devotees of Krishna. (Craig, RF, 16)

Influential theologian J. Gresham Machen perhaps said it best:

False ideas are the greatest obstacles to the reception of the Gospel. We may
preach with all the fervor of a reformer and yet succeed only in winning a
straggler here and there, if we permit the whole collective thought of the
nation to be controlled by ideas which prevent Christianity from being
regarded as anything more than a harmless delusion. (Machen, CC, 7)

Philospher and apologist Francis J. Beckwith further explains:

It is fashionable today to speak of the theological posture of Western
civilization, and American intellectual culture in particular, as post-Christian.
Our most important, influential and culture-shaping institutions and
professions—law, medicine, education, science, media and the arts—no
longer accept the presuppositions of the biblical worldview as part of their
philosophical frameworks. Thus, for example, it is not unusual—in fact, it is
quite common—to hear academic luminaries from different disciplines in
assorted venues defend points of view that presuppose theological claims,
and Christian ones in particular, are not claims of knowledge but rather
religious opinions no different in nature than matters of taste. The ease by
which these points of view are presented, and the absence of a call to justify
them by the same standards of philosophical rigor that are required of their
opposition, is testimony to how potently certain claims antithetical to the
Christian worldview have shaped the ideas, opinions and policies of those
who occupy the seats of culture influence in our society. (Beckwith, TEA,



16-17)
I11. Christianity Is a Factual Faith

Christianity Is a Historical Faith

Christianity appeals to history. It appeals to facts of history that can be
examined through the normal means of historicity. Pinnock defines these types
of facts: “The facts backing the Christian claim are not a special kind of religious
fact. They are the cognitive, informational facts upon which all historical, legal,
and ordinary decisions are based.” (Pinnock, SFYC, 6-7)

Luke, the first-century historian, demonstrates the historical nature of
Christianity in his introduction to his gospel:

Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that
have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning
were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it
seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time
past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you
may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught. — Luke
1:1-4 Esv

Among these historical, knowable events was the resurrection of Jesus
Christ, an event that Luke says was validated by Jesus himself through “many
proofs” over a forty-day period before numerous witnesses (Acts 1:3 EsV).

Like the Gospels, Acts records history. Concerning the genre of Acts, New
Testament scholar Craig Keener observes, “Acts is history, probably apologetic
history in the form of a historical monograph with a narrow focus on the
expansion of the gospel message from Jerusalem to Rome. Luke’s approach
focuses on primary characters and their deeds and speeches, as was common in
the history of his day.” (Keener, AEC, 115)

We hope, then, to present the historical facts surrounding the Christian faith,
and to determine whether the Christian interpretation is the most reasonable.
Make no mistake—the historical facts matter for Christianity. The Christian faith
is an objective faith; therefore, it must have an object that is worthy of faith.
Salvation comes not from the strength of our beliefs, but from the object of our
beliefs. Yes, salvation comes through faith (Eph. 2:8, 9; John 6:29), but the merit



of faith depends upon the object believed (not the faith itself).

Let me (Josh) illustrate. Once I debated the head of the philosophy
department of a Midwestern university. In answering a question, I happened to
mention the importance of the resurrection. At this point, my opponent
interrupted and rather sarcastically said, “Come on, McDowell, the key issue is
not whether the resurrection took place or not; the key issue is this: ‘Do you
believe it took place?” ” He was hinting at, even boldly asserting, that my
believing was the most important thing. I retorted immediately, “Sir, it does
matter whether the resurrection took place, because the value of Christian faith is
not in the one believing, but in the One who is believed in, its object.” I
continued, “If anyone can demonstrate to me that Christ was not raised from the
dead, I would not have a justifiable right to my Christian faith” (1 Cor. 15:14,
17).

The Christian must avoid the attitude, “Don’t confuse me with the facts—my
mind is made up!” For the Christian, the historical events reported in the
Scriptures are essential. That’s why Paul said, “If Christ has not been raised,
then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain” (1 Cor. 15:14 Esv).

Christianity Is a Testable Faith

As Paul makes clear in his letter to the Corinthians, Christianity is a
historical religion tied to the life, teachings, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
These claims are testable, in that anyone can actually examine their validity and
determine historically whether they are reliable. As noted, Paul ties the truth of
the Christian faith to the historical resurrection (1 Cor. 15:14, 17). Professor of
apologetics Craig Hazen considers this one of the strangest passages in all of
religious literature. He says:

I have not been able to find a passage in the Scriptures and teachings of the
other great religious traditions that so tightly links the truth of an entire
system of belief to a single, testable historical event. . . . This idea that the
truth of Christianity is linked to the resurrection of Jesus in a testable way
does set Christianity apart from the other great world religious traditions in a
dramatic fashion. When you boil it down, Hinduism, Buddhism, and the like
are about inner, personal experience and not about objective public
knowledge. Other traditions seem to be about objective knowledge until you
probe a little more deeply. Mormonism, for instance, seems to be about
hidden gold plates, Jesus’ ancient visit to the Western hemisphere, and latter-



day prophets—things that could certainly, in principle, be evaluated in an
objective way. However, when facing evidence contrary to these claims, the
Mormon missionary, scholar, or apostle steps back and begins to talk about
the special inner knowledge, a “burning in the bosom,” that is the only
confirmation that really counts about these unusual stories. At the end of the
day, the Mormon is no different from the Buddhist in that they both rely on
inner experience as their ultimate source and warrant for religious
knowledge. (Hazen, CWR, 144)

IV. Clearing the Fog: Ten Misconceptions
About the Christian Faith

When Sean was growing up, we lived in a small town called Julian, in the
mountains outside San Diego. Sometimes the fog would get so thick that while
driving we couldn’t see the car directly in front of us. Though the fog made the
car ahead invisible, the fog didn’t change the fact that the car was still there. Fog
affects visibility, but the things it hides are no less real than they are on a clear
day. In a similar way, many people have “foggy” views of the Christian faith,
misunderstandings we hope to clear up before we get to the evidence.

Misconception #1: “Christianity doesn’t need evidence
because faith is blind.”

Many atheist critiques of Christianity claim that faith is blind, irrational,
stupid. In his book The God Delusion, leading atheist Richard Dawkins asserts
that faith opposes reason, and calls faith a “delusion,” which he describes as
“persistent false belief held in the face of strong contradictory evidence.”
(Dawkins, GD, 28)

A common example used to show that the Bible denigrates evidence is the
story of doubting Thomas. Dawkins writes, “Thomas demanded evidence. . . .
The other apostles, whose faith was so strong that they did not need evidence,
are held up to us as worthy of imitation.” (Dawkins, SG, 198) Was Jesus
repudiating an evidence-based faith?

In Is God Just a Human Invention? Jonathan Morrow and I (Sean) list three
problems with this claim:



First, Jesus predicted his resurrection on multiple occasions in the presence
of the disciples. Thomas should not have been surprised at the return of
Jesus. Second, Thomas heard eyewitness testimony (evidence) from the rest
of the disciples and yet still refused to believe. (The vast majority of
scientific knowledge we possess depends upon trusting the conclusions of
other scientists, which is true for virtually all disciplines.) Third, Jesus did
many miracles during his ministry as proof of his identity. In fact, right after
the story of Jesus scolding Thomas, John said the miracles of Jesus were
recorded “so that you may believe Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and
by believing you may have life in His name.” (McDowell and Morrow,
IGJHI, 21)

Despite what Dawkins claims, Christianity values the role of the mind,
which includes the proper use of reason and argumentation. Jesus said to love
God with all your heart, soul, strength, and mind (Mark 12:30). The Lord said to
the nation of Israel, “Come now, let us reason together” (Isa. 1:18 Esv). Scripture
and church history emphasize the importance of the role of the mind in
discipleship and evangelism.

In the Old Testament, God showered Egypt with miracles before inviting
Israel to follow him into the wilderness. Rather than asking Israel for blind
allegiance, God’s miracles through Moses gave them good reasons to trust him.
Exodus 14:31 makes this clear: “Israel saw the great work which the Lorp had
done in Egypt; so the people feared the Lorp, and believed the Lorp and His
servant Moses.” Miracles preceded the call to belief, laying the foundation for a
rational step of faith.

Even so, many Christians use the term “faith” to mean “blind faith” rather
than biblical faith. But Christianity itself does not demand blind faith. In fact,
quite the opposite: when Jesus Christ and the apostles called upon a person to
exercise faith, it was not a “blind faith” but rather an intelligent faith. The
apostle Paul said, “I know whom I have believed” (2 Tim. 1:12, emphasis
added). Jesus specifically performed miracles to show who he was, and, as a
result, many confidently placed their faith in him. During a trip to Capernaum,
Jesus healed a paralytic. After forgiving the man’s sins, Jesus said to the crowd,
“ ‘But that you may know that the Son of Man has power on earth to forgive
sins’—He said to the paralytic, ‘I say to you, arise, take up your bed and go to
your house’ ” (Mark 2:10, 11). Jesus healed the man so people would know he
spoke with authority from above.



Professor of philosophy David Horner explains:

Faith and reason are friends and partners. They go together. They need each
other and cannot flourish or even survive apart. Our faith should be a
reasonable faith, and our reason should be a faithful reason—one that
recognizes the inevitable and rationally necessary presence of trust and
commitment. Trusting and committing yourself to what you have good
reason to think is true and trustworthy, in those cases when doing so is
appropriate or unavoidable, is the most reasonable thing you can do. (Horner,
MYF, 170)

Christians are often accused of taking a “blind leap into the dark.” For me
(Josh), however, I found the evidence for Christianity powerful and convincing.
So when I became a Christian, I hadn’t leapt blindly into the dark, but stepped
into the light. I placed the evidence I gathered onto the scales, and they tipped in
favor of Jesus Christ as the Son of God, resurrected from the dead. Had I been
exercising “blind faith,” I would have rejected Jesus Christ and turned my back
on all the evidence.

Of course, no one can absolutely prove that Jesus is the Son of God. My
investigation of the evidence weighed the pros and cons. The results convinced
me that Christ must be who he claimed to be, and I had to make a decision,
which I did. You may be thinking, You found what you wanted. But this is not
the case. Rather, I confirmed through investigation what I wanted to refute. 1 set
out to disprove Christianity. I had biases and prejudices not for Christ but against
him.

The next three objections are some of the most common ones we hear, but
they also have considerable overlap. They each deal with the failure of
Christians to live up to biblical ideals. For each of these, we hope you will
recognize that Christians have, in fact, often fallen short of living as Christ
teaches but also that Christianity itself stands or falls on its own evidential
merits, regardless of how Christians may or may not live (and such is true for
any other belief system too).

Misconception #2: “Christianity cannot be true because the
church has committed injustices.”

The world well knows the sins of the church, among them the Inquisition,



witch-hunts, the Crusades, and modern-day sexual abuse. Clearly, the church has
fallen short of the ideals Jesus proclaimed. Many discount the Christian message
not because they have examined the evidence and found it wanting, but because
they are personally disappointed with Christians and churches. As Keller has
observed, we need to address “the behavior of Christians—individual and
corporate—that has undermined the plausibility of Christianity for so many
people.” (Keller, RG, 52)

The fact that Christian behavior so deeply undermines the plausibility of the
gospel in the minds of many people should be a wakeup call for Christians. We
need to ask ourselves some tough questions: Have I failed to live as Jesus taught
me to? How responsible am I for the negative perceptions many have of the
church? We would each do well to look at our own lives and seek God’s grace
and forgiveness.

If you are a non-Christian, it is important to ask yourself a few tough
questions as well: Does the moral failure of Christians undermine the claim that
Jesus is truly God? Have I had a negative experience with some Christians that
clouds my view of the entire church? Am I really evaluating Christianity and the
church fairly?

For at least two reasons, the character flaws of the church should not surprise
us. First, the Bible speaks of human nature as gloriously made in God’s image,
but profoundly fallen in sin. Human nature is deeply flawed (Rom. 3:9-18; Mark
7:14-23). Even true Christians are capable of wretched acts. The Bible does say
we are a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17), but this is only fully realized in the next life.

Second, many who claim to be Christians have not placed their faith and
trust in Jesus Christ and therefore do not truly know him. Jesus taught that both
believers and nonbelievers would be part of the institutional church, but that
their true identity would not be revealed until the end (Matt. 13:24-30). He also
taught that there would be people who thought they were acting in his name—
even doing “many wonders,” but they will not enter the kingdom of God (Matt.
7:21-23). Just because someone claims to be a Christian, then, does not mean he
or she really is. Could it be that the church is often indicted for the actions of
people who are not even Christians? This is why the standard of Scripture is so
important. Ultimately, we need to compare the actions of both individuals and
the corporate church with the genuine teachings of the Bible.

We ought to put the sins of the church in perspective. Philosopher John Mark
Reynolds notes,



We are the people of the great cathedrals, but also of the tortures of the
Inquisition. The religious fervor that would produce the American genius
Jonathan Edwards would also produce the Salem Witch Trials. Sadly, most
of the students in universities I meet have heard of the bad things we have
done, but not the good. Secular schools have shamed us into silence. After
all, if Christendom was mostly bad for the world, then decency requires
withdrawing from the public square. Humility about our history is in order,
but extremists in the secular community insist we feel nothing but shame.
This is unnecessary, since the good of Christendom far outweighs the bad,
just as good and honorable ministers outnumber the hypocrites. (Reynolds,
CC, 71-72)

In his book What If Jesus Had Never Been Born?, pastor and evangelist D.
James Kennedy provides an overview of the positive contributions Christianity
has made through the centuries. (Kennedy, WIJH) Here are ten highlights:

* Hospitals, which essentially began during the Middle Ages
* Universities, which also began during the Middle Ages

* Literacy and education for the masses

* The separation of political powers

» Civil liberties

* The abolition of slavery

* Modern science

* The elevation of women

* Benevolence and charity; the Good Samaritan ethic

* High regard for human life

One of the great injustices of our day is racism. After observing that the Civil
Rights movement was essentially a “religious revival,” Timothy Keller notes,

When Martin Luther King, Jr., confronted racism in the white church in the
South, he did not call on Southern churches to become more secular. Read
his sermons and “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” and see how he argued. He
invoked God’s moral law and the Scripture. He called white Christians to be
more true to their own beliefs and to realize what the Bible really teaches. He
did not say, “Truth is relative and everyone is free to determine what is right



or wrong for them.” If everything is relative, there would have been no
incentive for white people in the South to give up their power. Rather, Dr.
King invoked the prophet Amos, who said, “Let justice roll down like
waters, and righteousness as a mighty stream” (Amos 5:24). The greatest
champion of justice in our era knew the antidote to racism was not less
Christianity, but a deeper and truer Christianity. (Keller, RG, 64-65)

Misconception #3: “The hypocrisy of Christians undermines
the reasonability of the Christian faith.”

Christian hypocrisy has done massive damage to the Christian faith.
According to Guinness, the challenge of hypocrisy is second only to the problem
of suffering and evil, and is one of the main reasons people duck the challenge of
the gospel. (Guinness, FT, 190) Hypocrisy is such a massive challenge, says
Guinness, because Christians are called to be God’s witnesses to the world (Isa.
43:10; John 3:28): “In other words, before we are asked to preach, proclaim or
try to persuade people of the claims of Jesus and his Father, we are asked simply
to be witnesses for him—to provide an honest and factual account of what we
have seen and heard objectively, and what we ourselves have experienced
(‘Once I was blind, but now I can see’)—and to live lives that support what we
say.” (FT, 188)

It is tempting for Christians to respond by pointing out the hypocrisy in other
people and worldviews. For instance, the voices of tolerance and inclusiveness
are often remarkably intolerant and noninclusive of people with traditional
values. Such hypocrisy should be rightly pointed out. But this doesn’t get
Christians off the hook. After all, James said, “Be doers of the word, and not
hearers only, deceiving yourselves” (James 1:22). Christians are called to a
higher standard. Whether we like it or not, people will judge the truthfulness of
Christianity by the lives of its adherents.

As with the charge that the church has caused injustice in the world,
Christians should first look inside and see if there is any merit to this claim.
Have we been hypocritical in any way? Have our lives betrayed our principles?
Have we contributed to this narrative? Rather than blame others, we need to
take an honest look inside, identify our own hypocrisy, repent of it, and then
admit our shortcomings.

As for the claim itself, it is an example of a “genetic fallacy,” which is a
claim that is dismissed because of some perceived fault in its origin (its genesis).



Guinness explains,

There is an important difference between the source of a truth claim and the
standard by which it should be assessed. It is therefore wrong to reject a
claim just because of the character and condition of its source. . . . The issue
is always truth, and truth is not a matter of where someone is “coming from”
or how oddly or shabbily they have behaved in the past before making the
claim. . . . If the Christian faith is true, it would still be true even if no one
believed it, or if all who did were hypocrites; and if it is false, would still be
false even if everyone believed it and there was no apparent hypocrisy in
their behavior. (FT, 196)

If you are upset about hypocrisy in the church, then you are in good
company—1Jesus felt the same way. Jesus criticized the Pharisees for their
religious hypocrisy, calling them blind guides, snakes, and even Kkillers of the
prophets (Matt. 23). He condemned them for not practicing what they preached.
If hypocrisy troubles you, then you’re on the side of Jesus.

What does hypocrisy tell us about Christianity? Scholars and teachers
Clinton Arnold and Jeff Arnold explain:

When we go to church or spend time with Christians, many of us go in with
the expectation that we won’t find anything we don’t like, including
hypocrites. These people have been fixed by Jesus already, right? It doesn’t
take long to become disappointed if that’s what we expect. But maybe this
expectation is off. If you walked into a hospital, would you be surprised if
you found sick people everywhere? What if some of them were really sick?
This is much closer to how we should approach the church and Christians in
general. We are not perfect; in fact, we’re all still very sick. But we are
getting better. It’s easy to forget that we all came to the church at different
points in life; many people come from broken lives that are now in the
process of healing, and most of us are more sick than we realize. We should
not be surprised to find people in different states of mending. It would make
more sense to compare a person to how they were before they became a
Christian than to compare them to perfection. The church is not a place for
perfect people, it’s a place for broken people slowly being made whole by
Jesus. If we find ourselves surprised when we see sin in the church, we
should rethink our expectations. (Arnold and Arnold, SABQ, 101-102)



Misconception #4: “The intolerance of Christians is a good
reason to reject the Christian faith.”

Guilty as charged. Christianity has its fair share of judgmental and intolerant
people. We have no interest in covering up the misbehavior of Christians. But
keep something in mind: when Christians act in an arrogant, judgmental
manner towards others, they are not following Scriptural teachings. Pride is one
of the seven deadly sins (Prov. 6:16, 17), an evil that comes from the heart
(Mark 7:21-23). We apologize for judgmental Christians; remember, though,
when Christians act “holier than thou,” they act inconsistently with what
Christianity itself requires. True Christians aim to be at peace with others (Heb.
12:14), build relationships with people regardless of creed, race, nationality, or
sex (John 4:1-42; Luke 9:1-10), and are called to be humble and gentle (Eph.
4:2).

We must distinguish between Christians’ behavior and genuine Christianity.
To condemn Christianity because of the misbehavior of some Christians is
another way to commit the “genetic fallacy,” which is dismissing a claim
because of some perceived fault in its origin.

Yes, Christians often express judgment and intolerance, failing to follow the
example and teachings of Jesus. But even if Christians were kind and gracious in
their attitudes, the critic might claim, wouldn’t they still be intolerant for
condemning the beliefs of others? Author and speaker Mark Mittelberg offers an
incisive response:

What’s fascinating is that the people who condemn Christians for acting as if
they’re right and others are wrong are, in that very action, acting as if they
themselves are right and Christians are wrong. So they are at that moment
doing the very thing they say is wrong. When you think about it, it’s pretty
silly to condemn people for thinking they are right—because aren’t you
simultaneously thinking you are right in saying they are wrong? Or,
broadening the point a bit, who in their right mind doesn’t consistently think
that they are right? . . . I mean, really, do you ever think you’re wrong while
you’re in the midst of thinking that very thought? I don’t think so; I think as
soon as you start to realize your thinking is wrong you change your belief
and start thinking differently! Therefore, for two reasons no one should
condemn Christians just for thinking they’re right and others are wrong: (1)
everybody else does the same thing, and (2) Christians might really be right,



after all. (Mittelberg, QCH, 241)

Those who accuse Christians of being intolerant have a distorted view of
what tolerance really entails. Rather than accepting all views as equally valid,
true tolerance involves recognizing and respecting others when we don’t approve
of their values, beliefs, and practices. After all, we don’t use the word “tolerate”
for what we enjoy or approve of—such as steak or good movies. Thus, there is
an intimate connection between tolerance and truth. That is, we only tolerate
what we find to be false or mistaken in some capacity. If we all agreed, we
would not need tolerance. Only when people genuinely disagree does tolerance
become necessary. Claiming that someone is wrong for holding a different
viewpoint, then, isn’t itself intolerant; the attitude that accompanies the claim
may, however, be intolerant. But charitably and kindly disagreeing can be an act
of genuine tolerance.

This is what Jesus did. And it is how the American founders viewed
tolerance as well. Groothuis explains that tolerance as understood by the
founders “is a kind of patience that refuses to hate or disrespect those with whom
we disagree, even when disagreement concerns the things that matter most. The
ideal of tolerance, in the Western classical liberal sense, is compatible with
strong convictions on religious matters and with raging controversies. In fact,
John Locke, one of the leading proponents of early modern tolerance, was
himself a professing Christian who engaged in apologetics.” (Groothuis, CA,
150)

Finally, charging Christians with intolerance assumes the existence of an
objective moral standard. But if there is no God, how can there be such a
standard? Ironically, as theologian and analytic philosopher Paul Copan
observes, tolerance is only intelligible if God exists:

The reality of God actually makes tolerance intelligible, because God is the
source of truth and because God has made human beings in his likeness.
Naturalistic secularism has no such foundation for tolerance. If tolerance is a
value, it isn’t obvious from nature; so if there is no God and we are just hulks
of protoplasmic guck, how could tolerance be an objective value at all?
Instead, if objective truth exists, as religion maintains, then we must seek and
seriously discuss it despite our differing worldviews. But if objective truth
doesn’t exist, as secularism generally maintains, then relativism obliterates
genuine differences of perspective. (Copan, TFY, 36)



Misconception #5: “There can’t be just one right religion.”

One of the most common questions we both receive is, “How can you say
Jesus is the only way to God?” The complaint is clear: it is intolerant,
exclusivist, and naive to assume that only one religion could be correct.

Recently I (Sean) was in a conversation with a friend, and he asked how I
could say that Jesus is the only way. I simply said, “I’m not saying it. Jesus said
it. Take it up with him.” He certainly didn’t expect that response. And I didn’t
mean to be rude or abrupt. My point was that Jesus was the one who first made
the claim, and he has the credentials to back it up. If our claims about Jesus in
this book are true, then Jesus has more credentials to speak on eternal life than
anyone. He is the only virgin-born, miracle-working, sinless, resurrected Son of
God! You may not like the idea of Jesus being the only way, but if he truly is the
Son of God and said he was the only way to salvation—can you afford to ignore
his claim?

It would be nice if everybody could be right, but as simple reason and basic
common sense tell us, all religions cannot be true in their core beliefs. By its
very nature, truth is exclusive. If 1 + 1 = 2, then it doesn’t equal 3, 4, 5, and
every other number. While all religions could possibly be wrong, it is not
logically possible for all of them to be right when their claims differ so radically.
Either they are all wrong or only one is right.

The chart “Basic Beliefs of Major Religions” shows that all religions, even
by their own claims, differ from one another, having their own specific ideas of
who God is (or is not) and how salvation may be attained.

Many criticize Christianity for its exclusivity, but Christians are not the only
group claiming to have the truth. Notice in the chart “Basic Beliefs of Major
Religions” the attitudes of each religion toward the others. Four of the five
religions claim exclusivity. They believe that all other religions are false. Hindus
often do not claim exclusivity. In fact, many are happy to say that Christianity is
true. But the key is what they mean by it. Hindus believe all religions are true
when they are subsumed within the Hindu system. In other words, Christianity is
one medium by which people can experience reincarnation. But what Hindus
don’t mean is that Christianity is true on its own terms. So, like adherents of all
other religions, Hindus actually believe Christianity is false, thereby joining
every other religious group (including atheists and agnostics) in the belief that
only their own worldview is true.



BASIC BELIEFS OF MAJOR RELIGIONS

Religion | Beliefs About God Beliefs About | Beliefs About
Salvation Other Religions

Buddhism | No God Enlightenment | False

Hinduism | Many Gods Reincarnation | All True*

Islam Unitarian (Allah) The Five Pillars | False

Judaism Unitarian (Yahweh) The Law False
Christianity | Trinitarian (Father, Grace False

Son, Holy Spirit)

* Hindus will often claim that all religions are true, but this can only be the
case when other religions are subsumed within Hinduism. When taken on their
own merits, all other religions are false, according to Hinduism.

And yet, in another sense, Christianity is not exclusive at all, but is the most
inclusive religion. Christ invites all unto himself. Unlike Mithraism, which
apparently excluded women, or Mormonism, which formerly excluded black
people from the priesthood, the message of Jesus has always been for everyone.

Colossians 3:11 says, “In this new life, it doesn’t matter if you are a Jew or a
Gentile, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbaric, uncivilized, slave, or free.
Christ is all that matters, and he lives in all of us” (NLT). Christ makes no human
distinctions—he died and rose again so that all people could have a personal
relationship with the living God.

Christianity excludes no one who will believe, yet Christ himself offers the
only way to be reconciled with God. As philosopher Stephen Davis explains,
“The resurrection of Jesus, then, is God’s decisive proof that Jesus is not just a
great religious teacher among all the great religious teachers in history. It is
God’s sign that Jesus is not a religious charlatan among all the religious
charlatans in the world. The resurrection is God’s way of pointing to Jesus and
saying that he is the one in whom you are to believe. He is your savior. He alone
is Lord.” (Davis, RI, 197)

The resurrection demonstrated the truth of what God the Father had said



about Jesus at his baptism: “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well
pleased” (Matt. 3:17). If you are an honest enquirer into the truth of Christianity,
the resurrection of Jesus is a great place to begin.

Misconception #6: “Christianity and science are at war.”

Many believe science and religion are at war with each other. In fact, the
belief that Christianity is opposed to modern science is one of the top reasons
young people cite for leaving the church. (Kinnaman, YLM, 135-136)

But where did this idea come from? Is it accurate? In 1896 Cornell
University president Andrew Dickson White released a book entitled A History
of the Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom. White is largely
credited with inventing and propagating the idea that science and Christianity are
adversaries in the search for truth. White cast Christians as fanatics who clung to
scriptural claims that the earth was flat. But is this account true? Sociologist
Rodney Stark responds,

White’s book remains influential despite the fact that modern historians of
science dismiss it as nothing but a polemic—White himself admitted that he
wrote the book to get even with Christian critics of his plans for Cornell . . .
many of White’s other accounts are as bogus as his report of the flat earth
and Columbus. (Stark, FGG, 123)

Why has this warfare myth been so influential? Stark continues, “The truth
concerning these matters is that the claim of an inevitable and bitter warfare
between religion and science has, for more than three centuries, been the primary
polemical device used in the atheist attack on faith.” He concludes with the
claim that “there is no inherent conflict between religion and science, but that
Christian theology was essential for the rise of science.” (Stark, FGG, 123)

How is theology essential for science? In their book The Soul of Science,
Nancy Pearcey and Charles Thaxton summarize the Christian assumptions that
provided the backdrop for the emergence of the scientific revolution in Europe:

Christian teachings have served as presuppositions for the scientific
enterprise (e.g., the conviction that nature is lawful was inferred from its
creation by a rational God). Second, Christian teachings have sanctioned
science (e.g., science was justified as a means of alleviating toil and
suffering). Third, Christian teachings supplied motives for pursuing science



(e.g., to show the glory and wisdom of the Creator). And fourth, Christianity
played a role in regulating scientific methodology (e.g., voluntarist theology
was invoked to justify an empirical approach in science). Among
professional historians the image of warfare between faith and science has
shattered. Replacing it is a widespread recognition of Christianity’s positive
contributions to modern science. (Pearcey and Thaxton, SS, 36-37)

Most scientific pioneers were theists, including prominent figures such as
Nicolaus Copernicus (1473-1543), Robert Boyle (1627-1691), Isaac Newton
(1642-1727), Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), Johannes Kepler (1571-1630), Louis
Pasteur (1822-1895), Francis Bacon (1561-1626), and Max Planck (1858-
1947). Many of these pioneers intently pursued science because of their belief in
the Christian God. Bacon believed God meant for us to explore the many
mysteries that filled the natural world. Kepler wrote, “The chief aim of all
investigations of the external world should be to discover the rational order
which has been imposed on it by God, and which he revealed to us in the
language of mathematics.” (quoted in Lennox, GU, 20) Newton believed his
scientific discoveries offered convincing evidence for the existence and
creativity of God. His favorite argument for design related to the solar system:
“This most beautiful system of sun, planets, and comets could only proceed from
the counsel and dominion of an intelligent and powerful being.” (quoted in
Pearcey and Thaxton, SS, 91)

While the theistic worldview fosters the development of science, naturalism
undermines it. Since according to naturalism we humans are the product of a
blind, purposeless, and unguided process, how can we trust our rational
faculties? Outspoken philosopher of neuroscience Patricia Churchland agrees:

The principle chore of brains is to get the body parts where they should be in
order that the organism may survive. Improvements in sensorimotor control
confer an evolutionary advantage: a fancier style of representing [the world]
is advantageous so long as it . . . enhances the organism’s chances for
survival. Truth, whatever that is, takes the hindmost. (Churchland, EAN,
548)

Notre Dame philosopher Alvin Plantinga further clarifies:

Churchland’s point, clearly, is that (from a naturalist perspective) what



evolution guarantees is (at most) that we behave in certain ways—in such
ways as to promote survival, or more exactly reproductive success. The
principal function or purpose, then, (the “chore” says Churchland) of our
cognitive faculties is not that of producing true or verisimilitudinous (nearly
true) beliefs, but instead that of contributing to survival by getting the body
parts in the right place. What evolution underwrites is only (at most) that our
behavior is reasonably adaptive to the circumstances in which our ancestors
found themselves; hence it does not guarantee mostly true or
verisimilitudinous beliefs. Our beliefs might be mostly true or
verisimilitudinous; but there is no particular reason to think they would be:
natural selection is interested, not in truth, but in appropriate behavior.
(Plantinga, WCRL, 314-315)

Certainly, some Christians resist science. And, as Plantinga observes, there
are some beliefs individual Christians hold that are in tension with modern
science. But this is only shallow conflict. No real conflict between theism and
science exists. As we have seen, theology provided the backdrop for the
scientific revolution. The real conflict—the deep conflict—is between science
and naturalism.

Misconception #7: “God has not provided enough evidence for
rational belief.”

As a college student, I (Sean) explored significant doubts I had about my
faith. It bothered me that God didn’t make his existence more obvious. In fact,
one skeptic made me wonder, Why doesn’t God write “Jesus Saves” on the
moon or “Made by God” on each cell?

After carefully examining the evidence, however, I became convinced that
God has made himself known (Rom. 1:18-21; 2:14, 15). Consider a few
prominent arguments for the existence of God:

» The Cosmological Argument: Both scientific and philosophical reasons help
us conclude that the universe, at some point, had a beginning. Given that
something can’t begin to exist without a cause, the cause must be outside
the universe. Since matter, time, and energy simultaneously came into
existence at a finite point in the past, the cause is plausibly timeless,
immaterial, intelligent, powerful, and personal. Simply put, the beginning of
the universe points to a Beginner.



* The Fine-Tuning of the Laws of Physics: The laws of physics that govern
the universe are exquisitely fine-tuned for the emergence and sustenance of
human life. The slightest changes in any number of physical constants
would make our universe inhospitable. The most compelling and reliable
explanation for why the universe is so precisely fine-tuned is that an
Intelligent Mind made it that way. Simply put, the fine-tuning of the
universe points to a Fine-Tuner.

* The Design Argument from DNA: Massive amounts of genetic information
orchestrate cellular organization and the development of living creatures,
but natural forces cannot explain the origin of information (such as DNA).
Yet every day we attribute the origins of information to minds. Simply put,
then, the vast amount of information contained in living organisms points to
an Information Giver.

» The Moral Argument: This argument reasons that since objective moral
values exist, so must God. If God does not exist, then moral values are
ultimately subjective and nonbinding. Yet we know objective moral values
are real. Therefore, since moral values do exist, God must as well. Simply
put, the existence of moral values points to a universal Moral Lawgiver.

Much more could be said—entire chapters and books, in fact! Ongoing
debates about these arguments continue both inside and outside of academia. But
after considering the scientific evidence for God, and in particular from DNA,
skeptic-turned-believer Lee Strobel concluded, “The conclusion was compelling,
an intelligent entity has quite literally spelled out the evidence of his existence
through the four chemical letters in the genetic code. It’s almost as if the Creator
autographed every cell.” (Strobel, CC, 244) We could not agree more. While
God has not provided exhaustive knowledge of his existence, he has given
sufficient knowledge for those with an open heart and mind.

But God is interested in much more than simply convincing us of his
existence. William Lane Craig and J. P. Moreland explain:

Unsatisfied with the evidence we have, some atheists have argued that God,
if he existed, would have prevented the world’s unbelief by making his
existence starkly apparent (say, by inscribing the label “made by God” on
every atom or planting a neon cross in the heavens with the message “Jesus
saves’). But why should God want to do such a thing? As Paul Moser has
emphasized, on the Christian view it is actually a matter of relative



indifference to God whether people believe that he exists or not. For what
God is interested in is building a love relationship with us, not just getting us
to believe that he exists. Even the demons believe that God exists—and
tremble, for they have no saving relationship with him (James 2:19). Of
course, in order to believe in God, we must believe that God exists. But there
is no reason at all to think that if God were to make his existence more
manifest, more people would come into a saving relationship with him. Mere
showmanship will not bring a change of heart (Lk 16:30-31). It is interesting
that, as the Bible describes the history of God’s dealing with mankind, there
has been a progressive interiorization of this interaction with an increasing
emphasis on the Spirit’s witness to our inner selves (Rom 8:16-17). In the
Old Testament God is described as revealing himself to his people in
manifest wonders: the plagues upon Egypt, the pillar of fire and smoke, and
parting of the Red Sea. But did such wonders produce lasting heart-change in
the people? No, Israel fell into apostasy with tiresome repetitiveness. If God
were to inscribe his name on every atom or place a neon cross in the sky,
people might believe that he exists; but what confidence could we have that
after time they would not begin to chafe under the brazen advertisements of
their Creator and even come to resent such effrontery? In fact, we have no
way of knowing that in a world of free creatures in which God’s existence is
as obvious as the nose on your face that more people would come to love
him and know his salvation than in the actual world. But then the claim that
if God existed he would make his existence more evident has little or no
warrant, thereby undermining the claim that the absence of such evidence is
itself positive evidence that God does not exist. (Craig and Moreland, PFCW,
157-158)

If you find the evidence still wanting, perhaps consider whether you hold to
non-evidential reasons for your nonbelief. Belief and unbelief often have more to
do with psychology than rational argumentation. If you have a broken
relationship with your father, for instance, you may find it difficult to believe in
a loving, personal heavenly Father. This was certainly true for me (Josh). In fact,
the idea of God as a “father” repulsed me, since my own father was an abusive
alcoholic. Given the failure of my earthly father, I certainly didn’t need a cosmic
father telling me how to use my time, spend my money, or live my life. I didn’t
want to believe in God because it would mean radically reorienting my entire
life.



Psychologist Paul Vitz has studied some of the great atheists of the past, such
as Bertrand Russell, Jean Paul Sartre, Karl Marx, Camus, and Nietzsche.
Remarkably, he found the vast majority had either a dead, distant, or
disappointing father. He concludes, “If our own father is absent or weak or
abandons us, even by dying, or is so untrustworthy as to desert us, or is so
terrible as to abuse and to deceive us in various ways, it’s not hard to put the
same attributes on our heavenly Father and reject God.” (Vitz, PA, 150)

Misconception #8: “Being a good person is enough to get to
heaven.”

Some time ago, I (Sean) had an in-depth discussion with a college student
about the morality of hell. Even though I provided every philosophical and
theological justification I could muster, he simply couldn’t accept that a loving
and just God would send anyone to hell. After about an hour of conversation, it
finally dawned on me. His primary problem was that he believed in the essential
goodness of mankind. From his perspective, hell seemed like total overkill for
basically good people who commit a few small indiscretions.

In one sense, he’s right. If hell were the consequence for small missteps, it
would seem remarkably unjust. C. S. Lewis has rightly observed, “When we say
that we are bad, the ‘wrath’ of God seems a barbarous doctrine; as soon as we
perceive our badness, it appears inevitable, a mere corollary from God’s
goodness.” (Lewis, PP, 52)

The Bible has a very stark view of human nature. While human beings are
the most valuable creation of a loving God, we have utterly rebelled against our
Creator. We are deeply affected by sin. Theologian Wayne Grudem explains: “It
is not just that some parts of us are sinful and others are pure. Rather, every part
of our being is affected by sin—our intellects, our emotions and desires, our
hearts (the center of our desires and decision-making processes), our goals and
motives, and even our physical bodies.” (Grudem, ST, 497) Thus, God doesn’t
send good people to hell; there is no such thing as a good person. And that
includes you and me!

King David wrote, “They have all turned aside, they have together become
corrupt; there is none who does good, no, not one” (Ps. 14:3). The apostle Paul
wrote, “For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) nothing good dwells” (Rom.
7:18) and, “To those who are defiled and unbelieving nothing is pure; but even
their mind and conscience are defiled” (Titus 1:15). Jesus said, “What comes out



of a person is what defiles him. For from within, out of the heart of man, come
evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness,
deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come
from within, and they defile a person” (Mark 7:20-23 Esv).

This depiction of human nature can be confirmed by looking at the history of
humanity. Apologist Clay Jones has spent decades studying the problem of evil.
He closely examined the evil perpetrated in the twentieth century by Nazis in
Germany, communists in Russia, China, and Cambodia, the Japanese in World
War 11, and other nations including Turkey, Pakistan, Uganda, Sudan, and the
United States. After immersing himself in these human tragedies, Jones
concluded:

I first began to study human evil so that no one could disqualify me for
having glossed over the immense sufferings that people perpetrate on each
other. I didn’t want anyone to say that I had gotten God out of the problem of
evil the easy way: by making evil seem less serious than it really is. But as |
read about one sickening rape or torture or murder after another, something
strange happened: I was struck that evil is human. I realized that heinous
evils weren’t the doings of a few deranged individuals or even of hundreds or
of thousands, but were done by humankind en masse. I studied continent
after continent, country after country, torture after torture, murder after
murder and was staggered to discover that I hadn’t taken Scripture seriously
enough: humankind is desperately wicked. (Jones, CDTH, 1)

Human fallenness makes the gospel powerful: we can only appreciate the
extent of the work of Christ when we understand the evil and corruption we and
the world truly contain. This does not mean unbelievers cannot do some good in
society—of course they can! However, sin has separated us so deeply from God
that we have no power to save ourselves apart from God’s grace (Eph. 2:1, 2).
Paul makes it clear that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”
(Rom. 3:23). And this “falling short” is not merely a matter of our actions, but
primarily a matter of the heart (1 John 3:15; Matt. 5:21-30).

This is why Jesus came. Although Jesus was (and is) fully God, he humbled
himself to take on human flesh (Phil. 2:5-7) and experience the death that
humans deserve. As a result, we can experience forgiveness for our sins and
come to know God personally (John 17:1-5). Jesus explains:



For God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son, that whoever
believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. For God did not
send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world
through Him might be saved. He who believes in Him is not condemned; but
he who does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed
in the name of the only begotten Son of God. — John 3:16-18

So, is it enough to be a “good” person? It’s true that many people may live
outwardly good lives, but for Jesus evil is a matter of the heart. According to
Jesus no one is good (Mark 10:18). Anyone who honestly reflects upon his life,
and sincerely probes his heart, knows that this is true. Our only hope is found in
Jesus Christ, the one mediator between God and man (1 Tim. 2:5).

Misconception #9: “A good God would prevent evil and
suffering.”

Evil and suffering become perhaps the most powerful reasons people
struggle with the idea of God. Who has not at some point looked at the world
and cried out, like the prophet Habakkuk, “O Lorp, how long shall I cry, and
You will not hear? Even cry out to You, ‘Violence!” and You will not save?”
(Hab. 1:2).

Evil and suffering are not merely intellectual matters to be solved, but belong
to our personal experience. Evil is a matter of both the heart and the mind. Thus,
even though this is a book of evidences, we encourage you to err on the side of
being gracious and kind with others—especially those who are hurting.
Sometimes arguments are unhelpful. When someone is hurting, the biblical
response is to hurt with him or her (Rom. 12:15). As Christians, our ultimate
response must be one of love. And yet sometimes love requires that we be
prepared to speak the truth.

My (Josh’s) father often said, “A problem well-defined is half-solved.” It
helps, then, first to define what we mean by evil. Despite what Eastern religions
claim, evil is not an illusion, but neither is it a “thing.” Rather, evil is a departure
from the way things ought to be, a corruption of good. Just as rust cannot exist
without iron, and a lie cannot exist without truth, so evil steals and corrupts from
good. This means that there can be good without evil, but not evil without good.
“That’s why we often describe evil as negations of good things,” observes
apologist and speaker Frank Turek. “We say someone is immoral, unjust, unfair,



dishonest, etc.” (Turek, SG, 117) Ironically, then, when someone raises the
problem of evil, that person is assuming there is such a thing as objective good.
And if there is objective good, then there must be a God.

C. S. Lewis was once an atheist who believed that evil disproved God. But
upon deeper reflection, he changed his mind:

My argument against God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust.
But how had I got this idea of just and unjust? A man does not call a line
crooked unless he has some idea of a straight line. What was I comparing the
universe with when I called it unjust? (Lewis, MC, 45)

The existence of evil ends up being an argument for God. But if God is all-
good, all-knowing, and all-powerful, wouldn’t he want to end evil? Is there a
contradiction in the conception of God and the reality of evil?

While critics often claim a contradiction between God and the presence of
evil, thanks to Alvin Plantinga’s God, Freedom, and Evil and the work of many
other philosophers before Plantinga, professional philosophers widely regard the
existence of God as not being incompatible with evil. Plantinga offers a morally
sufficient reason why God may allow evil:

A world containing creatures who are significantly free (and freely perform
more good than evil actions) is more valuable, all else being equal, than a
world containing no free creatures at all. Now God can create free creatures,
but He can’t cause or determine them to do only what is right.

My argument against God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust. But
how had I got this idea of just and unjust? A man does not call a line crooked
unless he has some idea of a straight line. What was I comparing the universe

with when I called it unjust?

C. S. Lewis

For if He does so, then they aren’t significantly free after all; and they do not
do what is right freely. To create creatures capable of moral good, therefore,
He must create creatures capable of moral evil; and He can’t give these
creatures the freedom to perform evil and at the same time prevent them



from doing so. As it turned out, sadly enough, some of the free creatures God
created went wrong in the exercise of their freedom; this is the source of
moral evil. The fact that free creatures sometimes go wrong, however, counts
neither against God’s omnipotence nor against His goodness; for He could
have forestalled the occurrence of moral evil only by removing the
possibility of moral good. (Plantinga, GFE, 30)

According to Plantinga, God is not the creator of evil, nor is he morally
culpable when humans misuse their freedom, any more than a car manufacturer
is accountable when a drunk driver harms someone. Simply put, no logical
incompatibility exists between God and the presence of evil in the world.

But doesn’t evil make God improbable? Craig has noted that we need to
consider all the background evidence for God, including the cosmological
argument, various design arguments, the argument from mind, the moral
argument, as well as all the historical evidence for the life, miracles, and
resurrection of Jesus before we conclude that God’s existence is improbable.
“When we take into account the full scope of the evidence,” says Craig, “the
existence of God becomes quite probable. . . . Indeed, if [a person] includes the
self-authenticating witness of the Holy Spirit as part of his total warrant, then he
can rightly assert that he knows that God exists, even if he has no solution to the
problem of evil.” (Craig, HQRA, 90-91)

The atheist is ultimately silent in the face of evil. According to Richard
Dawkins, here is what you can expect from the naturalistic account of reality:

In a universe of blind physical forces and genetic replication some people are
going to get hurt, other people are going to get lucky, and you won’t find any
rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice. The universe we observe has precisely
the properties we should expect if there is, at the bottom, no design, no
purpose, no evil and no other good. Nothing but blind pitiless indifference.
DNA neither knows nor cares. DNA just is. And we dance to its music.
(Dawkins, ROE, 133)

But according to Christianity, God is not silent. God did not merely send an
angel, prophet, or a book. In the incarnation of Jesus, God gave himself. God is
not indifferent to our suffering. He took it on himself so we could experience
salvation. Paul writes, “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for
us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32



Esv). At the cross, evil and sin were conquered; they await final destruction at
Christ’s return. Evil will not have the final word.

Misconception #10: “Biblical teaching on sex is repressive and
hateful.”

Let’s face it; we live in a world saturated with sex. Our movies, music,
novels, politics, and even advertisements are dominated by sex. Essentially, the
celebrated view of sex in our culture is: if it feels good, do it. Anything that
prevents someone from experiencing consensual sex in whatever fashion he or
she desires is viewed as harmful and repressive. In Letter to a Christian Nation,
influential atheist Sam Harris levels a common criticism against Christian sexual
morality:

You [Christians] believe that your religious concerns about sex, in all their
tiresome immensity, have something to do with morality. And yet, your
efforts to constrain the sexual behavior of consenting adults—and even to
discourage your own sons and daughters from having premarital sex—are
almost never geared toward the relief of human suffering. In fact, relieving
suffering seems to rank rather low on your list of priorities. Your principal
concern appears to be that the creator of the universe will take offense at
something people do while naked. (Harris, LCN, 25-26)

Many young Christians also see the church’s sexual ethic as repressive,
joyless, and controlling. (Kinnaman, YLM, 149-150) So, does God hate sex?

While Christians have certainly failed at times to teach and model the
biblical view of sex, it is false to assume that God hates sex. In fact, the exact
opposite is true—God created sex and said that it was good! Proverbs 5:18-19
says to “rejoice in the wife of your youth, a lovely deer, a graceful doe. Let her
breasts fill you at all times with delight; be intoxicated always in her love” (Esv).
And the Song of Solomon speaks of the power and beauty of sexual intimacy.
Sex, as God designed it, is a wonderful thing. He designed it for four reasons:
procreation, unity, recreation, and to glorify himself.

1. Procreation. Even though children don’t always result, sex is a baby-making
act by its very nature. In Genesis 1:28, God says, “Be fruitful and multiply
and fill the earth” (esv). It’s worth noting that this is actually a command from
God (it is also a blessing). Few complain about this command!



2. Unity. One of the most powerful aspects of sex is its ability to bond people
together. Genesis 2:24 says, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his
mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (Esv). In the
act of sex, two people become fully united. Sex is not merely a physical act; it
involves an emotional, relational, spiritual, and even transcendent connection.

3. Recreation. So many people think God is a cosmic killjoy when it comes to
sex. But they fail to realize that God created sex to be pleasurable in the first
place. God could easily have made sex boring and tedious—a mere duty, like
taking out the trash or changing the oil in our car. Or he could have made
humans reproduce asexually. But he made sex one of the most exhilarating of
all human experiences.

4. Glorify God. We are to glorify God in everything we do. The apostle Paul
says, “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of
God” (1 Cor. 10:31 eEsv). When done with true love for another, in accord with
God-ordained principles and boundaries, sex brings God glory.

Does God’s view of sex really bring harm to people? Let us ask some simple
questions: What would the world be like if everyone followed the biblical plan
for sex, engaging in sexual activity in a committed, lifelong relationship with
someone of the opposite sex? Would there be more suffering as Harris suggests?
Or would there be less? Would we have more intact marriages, or more broken
homes? Would there be more fatherless homes, or more involved fathers? Would
STDs, teen pregnancies, and abortions increase or decrease?

Despite the cultural narrative that biblical guidelines bring repression and
harm, medical doctors Joe Mcllhaney and Freda McKissic Bush conclude, “It
appears that the most up-to-date research suggests that most humans are
‘designed’ to be sexually monogamous with one mate for life. This information
also shows that the further individuals deviate from this behavior, the more
problems they encounter, be they STDs, non-marital pregnancy, or emotional
problems, including damaged ability to develop healthy connectedness with
others, including future spouses.” (Mcllhaney and Bush, H, 129)

God doesn’t hate sex. He gave it as a blessing and designed it for human
flourishing. And he lovingly gave us boundaries to protect and provide for us.

V. Why Apologetics Has a Bad Name



According to Guinness, we live in a “grand age of apologetics.” He says that
“our age is quite simply the greatest opportunity for Christian witness since the
time of Jesus and the apostles, and our response should be to seize the
opportunity with bold and imaginative enterprise.” (Guinness, FT, 16)
Nevertheless, apologetics has often become about arguing with people rather
than about truly, creatively, gently, lovingly persuading people. Thus, according
to Guinness, our urgent need today “is to reunite evangelism and apologetics, to
make sure that our best arguments are directed toward winning people and not
just winning arguments, and to seek to do all this in a manner that is true to the
gospel itself.” (FT, 18)

We entirely agree. The church desperately needs an apologetics revolution
that is tied to evangelism. And yet even though this need is urgent, many
continue to disparage apologetics. Some criticisms come from a lack of
understanding the nature, role, and importance of apologetics. Others lie at the
hands of apologists themselves.

There are at least five reasons apologetics often has a bad name (adapted
from S. McDowell, WAHBN):

1. Apologists Often Overstate Their Case: There is a huge temptation to overstate
the evidence for the Bible, Intelligent Design, the resurrection of Jesus, or any
other apologetics issue. We have each succumbed to this at different times.
Our eagerness to convince nonbelievers, or our desire to strengthen fellow
Christians, contributes to our falling prey to the temptation to state things
more certainly than they are. This does not mean the evidence for Christianity
is not compelling. It is. But there are smart, thoughtful people who disagree.
We must acknowledge this, or we’ll set up people—especially young people
—for disappointment and failure.

2. Apologists Often Do Not Speak with Gentleness, Respect, and Love: A few
years ago I (Sean) had a public debate on the question of God and morality.
As part of my preparation, I watched many debates on the subject. Although I
won’t mention any names, a handful of Christian debaters honestly made me
cringe at how they treated their opponents. One debater demeaned and
personally attacked his opponent, a former Christian. We probably all have an
example of some overly eager apologist who was unnecessarily argumentative
rather than loving. I (Josh) have had more than 250 debates on college
campuses. While I aim to win arguments, my bigger goal is to win the
audience. I must show genuine love, then, toward my opponent, even while I



critique his case. Of course, we must not shy away from speaking truth—but
we must do it in love.

3. Apologists Often Are Not Emotionally Healthy: Youth expert Mark Matlock
wrote a compelling essay about apologetics and emotional development.
(Matlock, AED) In it, he argues that apologetics often attracts emotionally
hurt people who in turn use apologetics to hurt others. He’s absolutely right.
As the saying famously goes, “Hurt people hurt people.” There is power in
knowledge. And by gaining information, many seek the power to control and
even humiliate other people. So we ask you to consider: Why (honestly) are
you reading this book? Are you looking for “ammo”? Is your heart genuinely
broken for non-Christians? Are you really seeking truth? Do you pray for
humility and guidance in your research and conversations with both Christians
and non-Christians?

4. Apologetics Often Is Done in a Cold, Mechanical, and Rationalistic Manner:
Many think of Christian apologetics as something like the Vulcans of Star
Trek, who live solely by reason—void of emotion, without passion or
relationship, or even good, old-fashioned storytelling. Apologetics is often
seen as a narrow discipline for lawyers and doctors. But apologetics should
not be done this way. It ought to engage the mind through the heart,
imagination, and emotions. C. S. Lewis beautifully modeled this approach
with his use of fiction. I (Josh) have spoken at more than 1,200 universities
worldwide. Whenever I speak on an apologetics subject, I always tell my
personal story of how God transformed me from a background of hurt, anger,
and abuse. People need to see the truth of Christianity, but just as importantly,
they need to see how that truth can personally change their lives.

5. Apologists Often Are Intellectually Elitist: If you are reading this book to
acquire some big words such as evidential, ontological, or bibliographical to
impress your friends, then you probably need to get a different book. Precision
and clarity, while important, especially for apologists and philosophers, are
not meant to make you sound smart—but for you genuinely to help people.
When I (Josh) began speaking on college campuses in the 1960s, Bill Bright,
founder of Campus Crusade for Christ, told me to remember K-I-S-S, which
stands for “Keep It Simple, Stupid.” Sometimes the “big” words apologists
use detract from our effectiveness. In fact, even the word “apologetics” is
unfamiliar and off-putting to many people. So while we ought to use precise
words—to communicate truth clearly—Iet’s try to focus on communicating
effectively.



There are probably some more reasons why apologetics has a bad name in
certain circles. But before we go any further, please allow us to ask you some
tough questions: Do you overstate your case? Do you speak with gentleness and
love? Are you emotionally healthy? Are you coldly rational in your apologetics?
Do you use sophisticated words when simple ones will do?

For the sake of the church and wider culture, we ought to do apologetics and
evangelism in the way that Jesus did—with both grace and truth.

VI. Being a Relational Apologist

The world has changed since Evidence That Demands a Verdict was first
published in 1972. There were few popular apologetics books at that time. The
kind of information you’ll find in this book simply was not available to the
masses, so Christians and non-Christians were often unaware of the evidence for
Christianity. Today, however, we have the opposite problem. If anything, we
have an overload of information. People have to determine which information is
important and which information they can trust. The vast amount of information
means that someone looking for something to question the truth of Christianity
can always find it.

People often ask us for the “silver bullet” argument that proves Christianity.
But there’s not any argument that can force anyone to believe. Philosopher
Michael J. Murray says it well:

There are no arguments for the truth of Christianity which force the atheist or
non-Christian to their intellectual knees. . . . We can’t sledgehammer
unbelievers into belief. At best, we can show them how the beliefs that they
hold, or that they ought to hold, lead to or support the Christian view. They
can continue to backtrack and readjust to avoid these conclusions. And so the
best we can hope for is to show them that their worldview . . . becomes so
ungainly and cumbersome in accounting for things, that it is more reasonable
to give a different intellectual accounting of the world. (Murray, RH, 13-14)

So, how should Christians engage their neighbors? We commend to you four
points (adapted from S. McDowell, NKA):

1. An Apologist Must Be Gentle and Humble. Jesus was the first Christian



apologist. In John 5-8, Jesus reasoned with the religious leaders of his day,
providing multiple lines of evidence that he is the Son of God. And yet, even
though he is divine, Jesus willingly humbled himself for the sake of loving
others (Phil. 2:5-7). We can do no less. Philosopher Dallas Willard observed,

Like Jesus, we are reaching out in love in a humble spirit with no coercion.
The only way to accomplish that is to present our defense gently, as help
offered in love in the manner of Jesus. But that is not all. The means of our
communication needs to be gentle, because gentleness also characterizes the
subject of our communication. What we are seeking to defend or explain is
Jesus himself, who is a gentle, loving shepherd. If we are not gentle in how
we present the good news, how will people encounter the gentle and loving
Messiah we want to point to? (Willard, AG, 4)

2. An Apologist Must Be Relational. While labels can sometimes be helpful,
depersonalizing people, by putting them into various boxes, can cause harm. If
our labels cause us to ignore the unique personhood of every individual, we
need to reexamine how we use them. We work hard to have genuine
relationships with people who are atheists, Mormons, agnostics, and others
who hold a variety of worldviews. Our goal is not simply to convert them, but
to value them as human beings. Apologetics is not an abstract discipline, then,
but an explanation offered to help people we deeply care about. If you are
going to be an effective apologist today, you must build relationships with
people of varying faiths, so you can speak from a heart of genuine care.

3. An Apologist Must Be Studious. Apologists must do their homework. We must
know what we are talking about and do thorough research to back up our
claims. We must critically examine our arguments and understand both sides
of every issue. We encourage you to read for yourself the scholarly sources
we cite. And read critical reviews of this book. Study both sides and talk about
your findings with fellow Christians and non-Christians. Apologists must do
the hard work of learning a discipline and presenting the truth fairly and
accurately.

4. An Apologist Must Be a Practitioner. Authenticity is highly prized among
young people today. They want to know not only if we can make a good
argument, but also whether our lives reflect the truth we proclaim. If our lives
don’t reflect our truth claims, what we say will fall on deaf ears. If you claim
to believe in the deity of Jesus, is he really Lord in your life? If you believe in



the resurrection, does it shape how you face death? How does your belief in
the truth of the Bible really shape how you treat people? We must actively live
the truth we proclaim.

VII. A Clear Presentation of the Gospel Is
the Best Offense

My Personal Experience

For my (Josh’s) philosophical apologetics course in graduate school,
everyone had to write a paper on “The Best Defense of Christianity.” I found
myself constantly putting it off and avoided writing it, not because I didn’t have
the material but because I felt I was at odds with what the professor was
expecting (an expectation based on the ream of my lecture notes from his class).

Finally I decided to voice my convictions. I began my paper with the
sentence, “Some people say the best offense is a good defense, but I say to you
that the best defense is a good offense.” I proceeded by explaining that I felt the
best defense of Christianity is a “clear, simple presentation of the claims of
Christ and who he is, in the power of the Holy Spirit.” I then wrote out “The
Four Spiritual Laws” and recorded my testimony of how, on December 19,
1959, at 8:30 p.m., during my second year at university, I placed my trust in
Christ as Savior and Lord. I concluded the paper with a presentation of the
evidence for the resurrection.

The professor must have agreed with my approach that the best defense of
Christianity is a clear and compelling presentation of the gospel, for he gave me
an A. William Tyndale was right in saying that “a ploughboy with the Bible
would know more of God than the most learned ecclesiastic who ignored it.” In
other words, an Arkansas farm boy sharing the gospel can be more effective in
the long run than a Harvard scholar with his intellectual arguments.

One precaution when using apologetics: God saves—apologetics does not.
On the other hand, God often uses apologetics, or evidences, to help clear away
obstacles to faith that many people erect, and also to show that faith in Christ is
reasonable. The great Princeton theologian and apologist Benjamin Warfield
declared:

It certainly is not in the power of all the demonstrations in the world to make



a Christian. Paul may plant and Apollos water; it is God alone who gives the
increase. . . . [I]t does not in the least follow that the faith that God gives is
an irrational faith, that is, a faith without grounds in right reason. . . . We
believe in Christ because it is rational to believe in him, not though it be
irrational. . . . We are not absurdly arguing that apologetics has in itself the
power to make a man a Christian or to conquer the world to Christ. Only the
Spirit of Life can communicate life to a dead soul, or can convict the world
in respect of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment. But we are arguing
that faith is, in all its exercises alike, a form of conviction, and is, therefore,
necessarily grounded in evidence. (Warfield, IN, 24-25)

We are not absurdly arguing that apologetics has in itself the power to make a
man a Christian or to conquer the world to Christ. Only the Spirit of Life can
communicate life to a dead soul, or can convict the world in respect of sin, and
of righteousness, and of judgment. . . . But we are arguing that faith is, in all its
exercises alike, a form of conviction, and is, therefore, necessarily grounded in
evidence.

Benjamin Warfield

A Former French Atheist Becomes a Christian

Guillaume Bignon is a former French atheist who now considers himself a
Christian philosopher and apologist. His story shows the importance of
apologetics, but also of relationships, patience, and clearly presenting the gospel.
In an interview for my blog, I (Sean) asked Guillaume what advice he has for
Christians to share their faith with non-Christians. His answer is revealing:

Never assume that your hearer knows the Gospel. Between my French
family and friends, and my work on Wall Street, I meet tons of people,
grown ups, who have a surface level understanding of religions, but are
absolutely clueless about what the Bible teaches in answer to the question
“what must a sinner do to be saved?”

Somehow, I myself lived through age 25 without ever having heard that
the Bible teaches sinners are saved by faith and not by works. I was stunned,
and it took me a while to even process it: Heaven is for free? Given as a gift
to those who would just repent of their sins and place their faith in Jesus?



Amazing. So here is my tip: early on in your conversations, make sure you
say something like this: “Let’s set aside the arguments and reasons to think
it’s true. I’'m not yet trying to convince you that it’s a correct teaching. But
let me explain to you briefly what Christianity teaches, what the Christian
view is.” Go on to tell them the Gospel (of course you need to be able to do
just that, so prepare yourself to explain it clearly and Biblically).

I have done this over and over again, and have surprised more than a few
listeners. And how do I know they get it? Because, without fail, the first
thing out of their mouth is Paul’s very anticipated objection straight out of
Romans: “If salvation is by faith, why not go on sinning?” Answer that too,
but rest assured that now they get it; they get just how shocking the Gospel
is, and you’re prepared to discuss its merits. (Interview in McDowell,
FFABC)

VIII. Conclusion

Although much more could be said, it is time to get to the evidence. We have
studied the nature of apologetics, considered reasons why people often dismiss
apologetics, examined why apologetics matters today, and cleared away some of
the mental “fog.” Now, then, we ask, “Is there compelling evidence to show that
Christianity is actually true?” We believe there is. There is significant evidence
to help the reasonable person conclude that God exists and has revealed himself
in the person of Jesus Christ. We believe God wants us to know that we can
know him personally. Read on to discover EVIDENCE THAT DEMANDS A
VERDICT!
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I. Introduction

In the coming chapters, we will consider evidence for matters such as the
reliability of the Bible, the deity of Christ, and the historical resurrection of
Jesus, revealing strong historical evidence that confirms the Christian
worldview. If we have the authentic words of Jesus claiming to be God,
evidence that he genuinely performed miracles, and confirmation that Jesus
resurrected from the grave, then Christianity is undeniably true.



But there is another way to approach our task. Rather than beginning with
the historical data, we can evaluate the scientific and philosophical evidence of
whether we live in a theistic or atheistic universe, and then consider what this
means for the probability of the Christian worldview. If we live in an atheistic
universe, then Christianity is certainly false. But if we live in a theistic universe,
or if we at least have good reason to believe we do, then Christian claims
become more probable. The late deist philosopher Antony Flew (who was
formerly an atheist) said, “Certainly given some beliefs about God, the
occurrence of the resurrection does become enormously more likely.”
(Habermas and Flew, DJRD, 39)

In our experience of study and dialogue with so many people who seek
answers to the great questions about life’s meaning—and in particular, whether
they can believe in God or Christianity—we have found that resistance to the
miracle claims of Jesus does not arise primarily from problems with the
evidence, but from the worldview lurking behind consideration of the evidence
—naturalism. Professor and apologist David Baggett notes:

The presumed adequacy of naturalism is a huge driving force in the minds of
those rigidly skeptical of all miracle claims. It’s not necessarily an irrational
position to hold; there are very intelligent atheists out there whose secular
presuppositions radically differ from my own, but who strike me as fair-
minded and intellectually honest. If they hold what they sincerely consider to
be very principled reasons for supreme confidence in naturalism to provide
all the explanations we need, it’s, well, natural for them to put up great
resistance against miraculous claims, or even claims likely to point in that
direction.

To my thinking, naturalism encounters some severe difficulties. It’s
challenged in explaining seemingly answered prayers and documented cases
of evidentially significant near-death experiences. It fares poorly in
accounting for qualia [interior awareness], consciousness, the emergence of
life and the start of the universe. It lacks resources in accounting for human
reason itself—if we’re complicated organic machines whose every choice is
caused by antecedent conditions and the physical laws of the world. I think
naturalism is especially vulnerable when it comes to accounting for such
realities as moral regret, moral obligations, moral rights and moral freedom,
all of which makes considerably more sense from a theistic viewpoint.
Naturalism certainly doesn’t deserve the sort of unbridled allegiance and



undying devotion that some would give it, and it certainly doesn’t qualify to
be what sets the terms for surrender in this debate. (Baggett, DRH, 137-138)

Needless to say, one’s prior commitment to naturalism (or some other non-
Christian worldview) will powerfully influence how one evaluates the evidence
for the historical Jesus. Yet if we have reason to doubt naturalism, then the case
for Christianity becomes more probable. New Testament scholar and
philosopher of religion Gary Habermas explains,

If it can be successfully argued that naturalism is insufficient as an
explanation of the universe and that an explanation like theism, which
incorporates an external intelligent source, is plausible, then it may also be
rational to believe that the resurrection of Jesus was an act performed in
accordance with God’s attributes and will. If this is a theistic universe, then
we might require even less direct evidence to affirm God’s intervention in
this or other historical occurrences, since miracles might follow, due to what
we would know concerning the nature of the universe. (Habermas, RJFH,
53)

In this prologue, we have three goals: (1) explain the role and nature of
presuppositions, (2) define naturalism, and (3) highlight six lines of evidence
that undermine naturalism and point positively towards theism. Our goal in this
chapter is not to prove the existence of God, but to show that theism is a
reasonable position. In fact, we believe that, when properly understood, the
universe reveals evidence of an Intelligent Mind. Naturalism simply fails to
account for certain features of the universe, which by comparison, are at home in
a theistic worldview. And as a result, as Flew observed, “the occurrence of the
resurrection does become enormously more likely.”

I1. The Role of Presuppositions

This section discusses the definition of presupposition, followed by a short list
of synonymous terms, and concludes with the nature of presuppositions.

A. A Definition of Presupposition

A presupposition is something assumed or supposed in advance. Generally, a



presupposition is a basic belief—a belief that one holds as self-evident and not
requiring proof for its validity. A presupposition is something that is assumed to
be true and is taken for granted. Synonyms include: prejudgment, assumption of
something as true, prejudice, forejudgment, preconceived opinion, fixed
conclusion, preconceived notion, and premature conclusion.

B. The Nature of Presuppositions

Presuppositions serve as the glue that holds arguments together. Philosopher
John Frame identifies presuppositions with a priori knowledge:

A priori knowledge is knowledge possessed independent of experience—that
knowledge which we bring to our experience in order to analyze and evaluate
it. Some philosophers have tried to make the case that all our knowledge is a
posteriori—that the mind begins as a “blank slate” (Locke) to be written out
by experience. But we know some things that do not seem to be derived from
experience. For example, the proposition that two times two is four—
necessarily and everywhere in the universe—does not seem to be derivable
from any experience. The term presupposition . . . captures much of the
meaning that philosophers have sought to include under the label a priori.
(Frame, CVT, 132-33)

Philosophers and apologists Steven Cowan and James Spiegel assert that,

All truth claims which are assumed without argument are called
presuppositions. While we could argue for each of our presuppositions . . .,
every argument we used would itself make several presuppositions. In turn,
we could provide arguments for those presuppositions, and so on. However,
this process cannot go on forever. This shows that one cannot avoid having
presuppositions. (Cowan and Spiegel, LW, 6)

No discipline operates without presuppositions guiding its study and
investigation—even science, which some perceive as objective and bias-free;
that is, everyone has a worldview—and worldviews inform both how we
understand the world and how we answer life’s ultimate questions. The beliefs
comprising our worldview are intricately connected; some are basic, requiring
no proof, and these are our presuppositions. Other beliefs are directly informed
by presuppositions, supporting other beliefs. Every belief, then, connects to and



ultimately finds its root in one or more of our presuppositions.

So we must identify our presuppositions and understand why we affirm these
presuppositions as opposed to others, and we must ask whether our
presuppositions are reasonable and true. After all, not everyone’s
presuppositions are valid; one may hold as basic a false belief. We might
question beliefs due to faulty presuppositions, or note that even good
presuppositions do not necessarily give rise to beliefs that are true.

Before analyzing the presuppositions of naturalism, the term naturalism must
first be clearly defined.

II1. Naturalism

The worldview of naturalism has a long and storied past. Ancient Greek
philosophy—the seedbed of modern Western philosophy—witnessed influential
thinkers who operated from a naturalistic perspective. Thinkers such as
Democritus and Epicurus still wield significant influence for those who attempt
to construct a view of the world devoid of the supernatural. Relative to its long
history, however, naturalism’s role as a formidable challenge to Christianity is
fairly recent. As the Enlightenment emphasized human reason over divine
revelation, philosophers, theologians, and scientists increasingly appealed to
naturalism as a more satisfactory and sufficient explanation of the universe.

These historical and philosophical movements resulted in naturalism’s
omnipresence throughout Western culture. We see it whenever clergy or
professors of religion explain the miracles of Jesus as “crowd psychology.” We
hear it whenever a PBS nature program credits nature for some remarkable
wonder like the march of the penguins, rather than God. We see it when
psychologists, ignoring that we are fallen beings created in the image of God,
claim that we lie or cheat on our spouses because our supposed cave ancestors
transmitted lying or cheating “genes” to us.

A. Defining Naturalism

Naturalism is a nuanced term, and many use it ambiguously, referring both to
how we practice science and how we use it as a worldview. Such ambiguity
might give the impression that the scientific endeavor itself is at odds with faith.
That idea assumes that science is atheistic in its methodology and resulting
knowledge. The Christian, however, need not conflate the scientific endeavor



with naturalism as a worldview. As we saw in the introduction in the beginning
of this book, the scientific revolution emerged in a culture shaped by a Christian
worldview. And, in fact, some of the greatest scientific pioneers believed that
design could be detected throughout nature. Philosopher Stephen Meyer
explains,

As I studied the history of science, I soon discovered, however, that many of
these scientists did not just assume or assert by faith that the universe had
been designed; they also argued for their hypothesis based on discoveries in
their disciplines. Johannes Kepler perceived intelligent design in the
mathematical precision of planetary motion and the three laws he discovered
that describe that motion. Other scientists perceived design in many of the
structures or features of the natural world upon which the laws of nature
operated. Louis Agassiz, the leading American naturalist of the nineteenth
century, for whom Agassiz Chair is named at Harvard, believed that the
patterns of appearance in the fossil record pointed unmistakably to design.
Carl Linnaeus argued for design based upon the ease with which plants and
animals fell into an orderly groups-within-groups system of classification.
Robert Boyle insisted that the intricate clocklike regularity of many physical
mechanisms suggested the activity of “a most intelligent and designing
agent.” Newton, in particular, was noteworthy in this regard . . . he made
specific design arguments based upon discoveries in physics, biology, and
astronomy. (Meyer, SC, 145)

As I studied the history of science, I soon discovered . . . that many of these
scientists did not just assume or assert by faith that the universe had been
designed; they also argued for their hypothesis based on discoveries in their
disciplines.

Stephen Meyer

B. Metaphysical Naturalism

Philosophers and apologists J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig provide a
helpful definition of metaphysical naturalism:

The term naturalism has many different meanings, but a standard use of the



term defines it as the view that the [material] universe alone exists. Since
most current forms of naturalism are physicalist in flavor, naturalism has
come to mean that reality is exhausted by the spatiotemporal world of
physical objects accessible in some way to the senses and embraced by our
best scientific theories. (Moreland and Craig, PFCW, 184)

By the “universe,” Moreland and Craig mean physical objects that are in
some way accessible to the senses and scientific investigation. Thus, the
universe includes individual things like rocks, atoms, rivers, flashes of lightning,
and processes like osmosis.

Physicist Stephen Barr says that naturalism is the view that “nothing exists
except matter, and that everything in the world must therefore be the result of the
strict mathematical laws of physics and blind chance.” (Barr, MPAF, 1)

Three important conclusions follow from metaphysical naturalism:

1. No immaterial entities exist, such as souls, morals, purposes, minds, angels,
and God. Since these objects are not physical, the consistent naturalist
concludes that they do not exist.

2. Scientific investigation becomes the primary (or sole) means of gaining
knowledge about the world. According to philosopher John Cowburn,
scientism is the view that “only scientific knowledge is valid . . . that science
can explain and do everything and that nothing else can explain or do
anything: it is the belief that science and reason, or scientific and rational, are
co-extensive terms.” (Cowburn, Scientism, 14)

3. Naturalism shapes how people live. Philosopher Alvin Plantinga explains,

It [naturalism] isn’t clearly a religion: the term “religion” is vague, and
naturalism falls into the vague area of its application. Still, naturalism plays
many of the same roles as a religion. In particular, it gives answers to the
great human questions: Is there such a person as God? How should we live?
Can we look forward to life after death? What is our place in the universe?
How are we related to other creatures? Naturalism gives answers here: there
is no God, and it makes no sense to hope for life after death. As to our place
in the grand scheme of things, we human beings are just another animal with
a peculiar way of making a living. Naturalism isn’t clearly a religion; but
since it plays some of the same roles as a religion, we could properly call it a
quasi-religion. (Plantinga, WCRL, ix—x)



C. Science vs. Metaphysical Naturalism

Metaphysical naturalism in Western culture has posed a significant challenge to
Christianity. Because of its appeal to science, both Christians and non-Christians
alike have often conflated the discipline of science with metaphysical
naturalism. As a result, many well-meaning Christians have unnecessarily
viewed science as hostile to the Christian faith. For such believers, science and
the Christian faith are diametrically opposed to each other.

If viewed properly, however—that is, if science is held distinct from the
worldview of metaphysical naturalism—then science can be of significant
service to Christianity, explaining the many wonders of God’s creation,
demonstrating the orderliness of the universe, and confirming the truth of
Scripture. On the other hand, metaphysical naturalism is directly opposed to
Christianity because it denies the existence of the supernatural.

As a worldview, metaphysical naturalism fails to make sense of certain
features of the universe. In the next section, we consider six characteristics of the
world that resist a naturalistic explanation but which fit seamlessly within
theism: the origin of the universe; the fine-tuning of the universe; the origin of
life; consciousness; free will; and morality. We will see that these six features of
the world provide good reason to believe we live in a theistic universe.

IV. Evidence for Theism

A. The Origin of the Universe

Up until the twentieth century, we had no scientific means to judge whether the
universe was eternal or had a beginning. Atheists claimed the universe alone was
eternal, which would have meant it was largely static and uniform. Theists
countered that God is the ultimate cause of the world and that he alone is infinite
and eternal. But this began to change in the early part of the twentieth century—
when Einstein developed his general theory of relativity. Einstein’s equations
suggested that the universe was not static, but that it was either expanding or
contracting. An expanding universe (measured by Hubble in 1929) coupled with
general relativity strongly implies that the universe began to exist at some point
in the past. After Einstein, others have discovered additional, powerful evidence
that the universe had a beginning.

This has brought newfound support for an argument known as the kalam



cosmological argument, popularized today by philosopher William Lane Craig
(see Craig and Sinclair, KCA, 101-201). It has three premises:

1. Everything that begins to exist has a cause.
2. The universe began to exist.
3. Therefore, the universe has a cause.

Craig has ably defended each of these premises. As for the first premise,
Craig says,

First and foremost, it’s rooted in the metaphysical intuition that something
cannot come into being from nothing. To suggest that things could just pop
into being uncaused out of nothing is to quit doing serious metaphysics and
to resort to magic. Second, if things really could come into being uncaused
out of nothing, then it becomes inexplicable why just anything and
everything do not come into existence uncaused from nothing. Finally, the
first premise is constantly confirmed in our experience (Craig, RF, 111-112).

Critics of this argument often respond to the first premise by asking, “What
caused God?” (see Dennett, BS, 242) But this misconstrues the argument. The
first premise does not say that everything needs a cause, but whatever begins to
exist has a cause. Since God did not begin to exist, he does not need a cause.
This criticism also commits the category fallacy, in which things from one
category are incorrectly applied to another. For instance, it would be a category
mistake to ask, “What does the color red smell like?” or “How much does the
musical note ‘C’ weigh?” Colors and smells, as well as musical notes and
weight, are different categories. Similarly, it is a mistake to ask, “What caused
God?” because, by definition, God is uncaused. God could not be caused and
still be God. Asking what caused God is essentially asking a nonsense question,
namely, “What caused the uncaused Creator of the universe?”

Additionally, even critics recognize that the universe beginning to exist
requires something uncaused. While denying a personal, loving God, they
usually argue that the “laws of physics™ just exist, and given the laws of physics,
the universe inevitably pops into existence. (Hawking and Mlodinow, GD, 142)

As for the second premise, Craig offers both philosophical and scientific
arguments. As to scientific arguments, he points to the evidence from the second
law of thermodynamics, the success of the Standard Cosmological Model (which



implies an expanding universe), and the failure of other cosmological models
such as the Steady State Theory and Oscillating Models. Even Vacuum
Fluctuation Models, String Scenarios, and Multiverse Models don’t avoid a
beginning. However, a final answer to the question will require the right
Quantum Gravity Model. He concludes, “The history of twentieth century
cosmogony has, in one sense, been a series of failed attempts to craft acceptable
non-standard models of the expanding universe in such a way as to avert the
absolute beginning predicted by the Standard Model.” (Craig, RF, 139)

As for the philosophical support of the second premise, Jonathan Morrow
and I (Sean) put one of the arguments this way:

Imagine you went for a walk in the park and stumbled across someone
proclaiming aloud, “. . . five, four, three, two, one—there, I finally finished! I
just counted down from infinity!” What would be your initial thought?
Would you wonder how long the person had been counting? Probably not.
More likely, you would be in utter disbelief. Why? Because you know that
such a task cannot be done. Just as it’s impossible to count up to infinity
from the present moment, it’s equally impossible to count down from . . .
infinity to the present moment. Counting to infinity is impossible because
there is always (at least) one more number to count. In fact, every time you
count a number, you still have infinite more to go, and thus get no closer to
your goal. Similarly, counting down from infinity to the present moment is
equally impossible. Such a task can’t even get started! Any point you pick in
the past to begin, no matter how remote, would always require (at least) one
more number to count before you could start there. Any beginning point
would require an infinite number of previous points. Here’s the bottom line:
we could never get to the present moment if we had to cross an actual infinite
number of moments in the past. Yet, since the present moment is real, it must
have been preceded by a finite past that includes a beginning or first event.
Therefore, the universe had a beginning. (McDowell and Morrow, IGJHI,
75-76)

The reality that the universe had a beginning brings us to the question of
cause, the third premise. Flew puts this finding into perspective:

When I first met the big-bang theory as an atheist, it seemed to me the theory
made a big difference because it suggested that the universe had a beginning



and that the first sentence in Genesis (“In the beginning, God created the
heavens and the earth”) was related to an event in the universe. As long as
the universe could be comfortably thought to be not only without end but
also without beginning, it remained easy to see its existence (and its most
fundamental features) as brute facts. And if there had been no reason to think
the universe had a beginning, there would be no need to postulate something
else that produced the whole thing. But the big-bang theory changed all that.
If the universe had a beginning, it becomes entirely sensible, almost
inevitable, to ask what produced this beginning. (Flew and Varghese, TIG,
136)

Even if this argument succeeds, it still does not get us all the way to the
Christian God. The kalam argument cannot demonstrate that the Bible is
reliable, that Jesus is God, or that Christianity is true; it reveals only that the
universe was made and that someone made it—in short, that metaphysical
naturalism does not fully account for the universe. Further, though, the kalam
argument helps narrow the range of possible causes to a nonphysical, spaceless,
timeless, changeless, and powerful being. William Lane Craig and James
Sinclair conclude:

The first premise of the kalam cosmological argument is obviously more
plausibly true than its contradictory. Similarly, in light of both philosophical
argument and scientific evidence, its second premise, although more
controversial, is again more plausibly true than its negation. The conclusion
of the argument involves no demonstrable incoherence and, when subjected
to conceptual analysis, is rich in theological implications. On the basis of the
kalam cosmological argument, it is therefore plausible that an uncaused,
personal Creator of the universe exists, who sans the universe is
beginningless, changeless, immaterial, timeless, spaceless, and enormously
powerful (Craig and Sinclair, KCA, 196).

To be sure, debates continue about the efficacy of the kalam cosmological
argument. But the argument provides a significant challenge to naturalism and
positive support that we live in a theistic universe. Philosopher and
mathematician David Berlinski, a secular Jew, concludes:

The universe has not proceeded from everlasting to everlasting. The



cosmological beginning may be obscure, but the universe is finite in time.
This is something that until the twentieth century was not known. When it
became known, it astonished the community of physicists—and everyone
else. If nothing else, the facts of Big Bang cosmology indicate that one
objection to the argument that Thomas Aquinas offered is empirically
unfounded: Causes in nature do come to an end. If science has shown that
God does not exist, it has not been by appealing to Big Bang cosmology. The
hypothesis of God’s existence and the facts of contemporary cosmology are
consistent. (Berlinski, DD, 80, emphasis original)

B. A Fine-Tuned Universe

One of the most remarkable scientific findings of the twentieth century is the
delicate fine-tuning of the laws that govern the universe, which enable the
emergence and sustenance of intelligent life. Like the scientific confirmation of
the beginning of the universe, fine-tuning poses a significant challenge to
naturalism.

Scientists have been struck by how precisely the laws of physics seem to be
calibrated for life. “There are many such examples of the universe’s life-friendly
properties,” says science and nature writer Tim Folger in Discover magazine,
“so many, in fact, that physicists can’t dismiss them all as mere accidents”
(Folger, SAIC). British astronomer Fred Hoyle remarked, “A commonsense
interpretation of the facts suggests that a super intellect has monkeyed with
physics, as well as chemistry and biology, and that there are no blind forces
worth speaking about in nature.” (Hoyle, quoted in Davies, AU, 118)

Let’s consider some examples.

1. The Right Kind of Dimensions in Space and Time

Often, space and time are taken for granted. We live in a 3+1 universe (three
large spatial dimensions + 1 time dimension), but scientists recognize that the
actual number of dimensions can be fluid. They even contend that our universe
contains many extremely small spatial dimensions. However, if those tiny
dimensions had grown like the three large spatial ones, no life could exist. Fewer
than three spatial dimensions would prohibit the complexity that life requires,
but more than three would result in no stable atoms or planets. More or fewer
than one time dimension would remove the predictable, reliable order to the
universe that life demands. Only a 3+1 dimensional universe permits life.



(Tegmark, ODS, 69-75).

2. The Right Kind of Space

The universe must expand at the proper rate in order for life’s components
(atoms, stars, planets, etc.) to form. The initial expansion rate, mass/energy
density, and dark energy (also called the cosmological constant or space energy
density) all affect the expansion rate. The gravitational attraction of the
mass/energy density results in a slowing of the expansion. The dark energy
causes the universe to expand more rapidly—and the larger the universe gets, the
more the dark energy accelerates the expansion. The mass/energy density
contributed the greatest influence earlier in the universe, but dark energy
dominates today. The amount of dark energy measured by astronomers falls far

below the value expected by scientists—by a factor of 10120 Imagine dropping
millions of planets into a very large pool of water. The expected result would be
planet-sized waves. If the surface measured flat down to the atomic level, that

would be 1016 times smaller than expected. Not only is the dark energy
miniscule compared to its expected value, only a small range of values permit a
universe with atoms, planets, and stars (Lightman, AU, 14-18).

3. The Fundamental Forces of Nature

Each of the four fundamental forces of nature had to be carefully fine-tuned
for life: gravity, electromagnetism, the strong nuclear force, and the weak
nuclear force. In particular, the ratio of the electromagnetic force to the

gravitational force must be delicately balanced to one part in 1040 (that is one
part in 10,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000). If the ratio
varied even slightly, then our universe would not have small and large stars,
which are both necessary for a planet to sustain life. Large stars produced most
of the elements heavier than helium. These stars burn rapidly and end with
explosions that scatter the heavier elements into the galaxy for incorporation into
future stars. Smaller stars (like the Sun) burn much longer, providing the
stability that a life-supporting planet requires. How delicate a balance is this?
Imagine covering one billion continents the size of North America with coins.
Stack the coins in columns that reach to the moon. Paint one coin red and place
it in one of the columns. Blindfold a friend and have her attempt to pick it out.

The odds are roughly 1 in 1040 that she will. (Ross, CC, 117)



4. Rare Conditions on Earth

Recent scientific discoveries confirm that Earth has extremely rare
conditions that allow it to support life. The vast majority of the universe is
uninhabitable. Let’s briefly consider a few:

* Life must be in the right type of galaxy. Of the three types of galaxies, only
spiral galaxies with the right mass (like the Milky Way) can support life.

* Life must be in the right location in the galaxy. We are situated in just the
right place in the Milky Way to avoid harmful radiation.

* Life must have the right type of star. While most stars are too large, too
luminous, or too unstable to support life, our sun is just the right size and
age. There is a window of time in which a sun can support complex life. It
can’t be too young or too old.

* Life must have the right relationship to its host star. If Earth were slightly
closer to or farther from the sun, water would either freeze or evaporate,
rendering Earth uninhabitable for complex life.

* Life needs surrounding planets for protection. A habitable planet must have
large surrounding bodies such as Jupiter and Saturn. The early motions of
Jupiter and Saturn removed most of the asteroids and comets from the solar
system with two beneficial effects. First, the removal process also caused
many collisions early in Earth’s history. These collisions added water,
ammonia and other life-essential materials to Earth. Second, the loss of
comets and asteroids reduced the subsequent rate of impacts on Earth by a
factor of one thousand. (Grazer, “Jupiter,” 23—-38)

* Life requires the right type of moon. If Earth did not have a moon of the
right size and distance, it would be uninhabitable. The moon stabilizes the
earth’s tilt, preventing extreme temperatures and thus creating a stable, life-
friendly environment. (Gonzalez and Richards, PP, 23)

What happens when we try to assign a probability to the fine-tuning of all
the known constants of nature? Theoretical physicist Lee Smolin calculates a
much smaller number: the probability of a universe where stars exist. “Perhaps
before going further we should ask just how probable is it that a universe created
by randomly choosing the parameters will contain stars. Given what we have
already said, it is simple to estimate this probability. For readers who are
interested, the arithmetic is in the notes. The answer, in round numbers, comes to



about one chance in 10229.” (Smolin, LC, 45) Stated another way, if every
proton in the universe represented a universe with different laws of physics, the
probability calculated by Smolin means that none of those universes would
contain stars!

The evidence for design is so compelling that Paul Davies, an internationally
acclaimed physicist at Arizona State University, has concluded that the
biofriendly nature of our universe looks like a “fix.” In other words, the universe
is so uniquely calibrated to support life that it seems to go beyond the reach of
coincidence. He writes, “The cliché that ‘life is balanced on a knife-edge’ is a
staggering understatement in this case: no knife in the universe could have an
edge that fine.” (Davies, CJ, 149) According to Davies, any legitimate scientific
explanation must account for this overwhelming appearance of design.

The cliché that “life is balanced on a knife-edge” is a staggering
understatement in this case: no knife in the universe could have an
edge that fine.

Paul Davies

5. Objections
a. Weak Anthropic Principle

Some argue that since we could not exist in a universe that was not conducive to
our existence (i.e., fine-tuned), we should not be surprised that the universe is
fine-tuned.

Philosopher John Leslie expands on this need for explanation in his famous
“firing squad” analogy. Suppose fifty trained sharpshooters are lined up to take
your life, and they all miss. You could hardly dismiss this occurrence by saying,
“If they hadn’t all missed me, then I shouldn’t be contemplating the matter so I
mustn’t be surprised that they missed.” (Leslie, Universes, 108) You should still
be surprised that you are alive given the enormous unlikelihood of all the
sharpshooters missing their mark. Your survival demands an explanation. And
so does the fine-tuning of the laws of the universe.

b. The Multiverse Theory

Perhaps the most common naturalistic response to the fine-tuning argument is



the so-called multiverse theory, or the many worlds hypothesis. According to
this theory, there are many universes—perhaps infinite—and each operates
according to unique laws and constants. While most universes would not sustain
life, inevitably some would. Currently, the scientific community actively debates
the validity of multiverse models. Although far from settled, there is scientific
support for the existence of a multiverse. The key question remains though: does
living in a multiverse undermine the case for God?

Distinguished philosopher Robin Collins provides multiple reasons for God’s
existence in the context of multiverse theory. First, we should prefer the
hypothesis that naturally flows from the evidence, and for which we have
independent confirmation. Collins observes, “In the case of fine-tuning, we
already know that minds often produce fine-tuned devices, such as Swiss
watches. Postulating God—a supermind—as the explanation of fine-tuning,
therefore, is a natural extrapolation from what we already observe minds to do.”
(Collins, SAEG, 61)

Second, a “many universes-generator” would seemingly need to be designed
as well: “It stands to reason, therefore, that if these laws were slightly different
the generator probably would not be able to produce any universes that could
sustain life. After all, even my bread machine has to be made just right in order
to work properly, and it only produces loaves of bread, not universes!” (Collins,
SAEG, 61)

Third, the multiverse theory cannot explain other features of the universe that
exhibit apparent design. Collins explains:

For example, many physicists, such as Albert Einstein, have observed that
the basic laws of physics exhibit an extraordinary degree of beauty, elegance,
harmony, and ingenuity. Nobel prize winning physicist Steven Weinberg, for
instance, devotes a whole chapter in his book Dreams of a Final Theory
explaining how the criteria of beauty and elegance are commonly used to
guide physicists in formulating the right laws. . . . Now such beauty,
elegance, and ingenuity make sense if the universe was designed by God.
Under the atheistic many-universes hypothesis, however, there is no reason
to expect the fundamental laws to be elegant or beautiful. (Collins, SAEG,
62-63)

Astrophysicist Jeffrey Zweerink provides a fair synopsis of the present
standing of the fine-tuning argument in light of the multiverse challenge:



Though some multiverse models appear to undermine the teleological
argument, they still exhibit design and fine-tuning. Granted the design
argument is more subtle and complex if a multiverse actually exists.
However, as with the cosmological argument, studies of the multiverse
ultimately make the teleological argument more robust. (Zweerink, WOM,
51)

C. The Origin of Life
1. The Problem of the Origin of Life

Virtually the entire scientific community agrees: the problem of life’s origin
is unsolved. The problem of life’s beginning has become so difficult that
Harvard University launched a $100 million research program to address it
(Origins of Life Initiative, Harvard University, http://origins.harvard.edu/). As
Harvard biologist Andy Knoll said, “The short answer is we don’t really know
how life originated on this planet. There have been a variety of experiments that
tell us some possible roads, but we remain in substantial ignorance.” (Knoll,
HDLB)

How deep is the problem of explaining the origin of life? Geneticist Michael
Denton explains:

In Evolution: A Theory in Crisis I wrote, “Between a living cell and the most
highly ordered non-biological system . . . there is a chasm as vast and
absolute as it is possible to conceive.” Thirty years on, the situation is
entirely unchanged. Despite a vast increase in knowledge of supramolecular
chemistry and of cell and molecular biology; the unexpected discovery of
ribozymes; and an enormous effort, both experimental and hypothetical,
devoted to providing a gradualistic functionalist account of the origin of life
in terms of a long series of less complex functional replicating systems (e.g.,
the much touted “RNA world”) leading from “chemistry” to the cell, no one
has provided even the vaguest outlines of a feasible scenario, let alone a
convincing one. A yawning gap still persists—empirical and theoretical.
(Denton, ESTC, 121)

2. The Sophistication of the Cell

Life’s origin is so difficult to explain because life itself is so remarkably
complex and sophisticated. During the time of Darwin, scientists believed life



was rather simple. And thus, there would likely emerge an explanation for how it
could arise naturally. But the opposite has turned out to be true. The more we
learn about the cell, the greater complexity and technological prowess we
discover. In fact, nearly every feature of our own advanced technology can be
found in the cell.

Biologists today describe the cell using language reminiscent of engineering
and computer science. They regularly use terms such as genetic code,
information-processing system, and signal transduction. Influential atheist
Richard Dawkins writes, “Apart from differences in jargon, the pages of a
molecular-biology journal might be interchanged with those of a computer-
engineering journal.” (Dawkins, ROE, 17)

With the discovery of the structure of DNA in 1953, scientists learned that
information is basic to life. The information for organizing proteins is stored in
four nucleotide bases: guanine (G), adenine (A), thymine (T), and cytosine (C).
These four bases function as letters of an alphabet, creating meaningful
arrangements, which is why biologists regularly refer to DNA and RNA as
carriers of “information.” The amount of information in the human body is
outright staggering.

The human body has an average of one hundred trillion cells. In a single cell,
the DNA contains the informational equivalent of roughly eight thousand books.
If the DNA from one cell were uncoiled, it would extend to about three meters in
length. Thus, if the DNA in an adult human were strung together, it would
stretch from Earth to the sun and back roughly seventy times! (Roberts and
Whorton, HQGUC, 323)

But DNA does not just store information. In combination with other cellular
systems, it also processes information. Bill Gates likens DNA to a computer
program, though far more advanced than any software humans have invented.
(Gates, RA, 228) This is why Davies says, “Life is more than just complex
chemical reactions. The cell is also an information storing, processing and
replicating system. We need to explain the origin of this information, and the
way in which the information processing machinery came to exist.” (quoted in
Flew and Varghese, TIG, 128)

Flew, once an avowed atheist who, following the evidence, came to believe
in the existence of God, clearly states the nature of the problem of the origin of
life: “How can a universe of mindless matter produce beings with intrinsic ends,
self-replicating capabilities, and ‘coded chemistry’?” (Flew and Varghese, TIG,
124)



3. Explanations for the Origin of Life
a. Chance

What are the odds that random interactions of prebiotic soup would generate a
single functional protein? Based on the work of Douglas Axe, Meyer concludes:

The calculation can be made by multiplying the three independent
probabilities by one another: the probability of incorporating only peptide

bonds (1 in 10*°), the probability of incorporating only left-handed amino
acids (1 in 10%), and the probability of achieving correct amino-acid

sequencing (using Axe’s 1 in 107* estimate). Making that calculation

(multiplying the separate probabilities by adding their exponents: 104> * 4> *

’4) gives a dramatic answer. The odds of getting even one functional protein
of modest length (150 amino acids) by chance from prebiotic soup is no

better than 1 chance in 10'%%. . . . Now consider that there are only 108
protons, neutrons, and electrons in the observable universe. Thus, if the odds
of finding a functional protein by chance on the first attempt had been 1 in

108%, we could have said that’s like finding a marked particle—proton,
neutron, or electron (a much smaller needle}—among all the particles in the
universe (a much larger haystack). Unfortunately, the problem is much worse

than that. With odds standing at 1 chance in 10'%* of finding a functional
protein among the possible 150-amino-acid compounds, the probability is 84
orders of magnitude (or powers of ten) smaller than the probability of finding
the marked particle in the whole universe. Another way to say that is the
probability of finding a functional protein by chance alone is a trillion,
trillion, trillion, trillion, trillion, trillion, trillion times smaller than the odds
of finding a single specified particle among all the particles in the universe.
(Meyer, SC, 212)

b. Energy and Self-Organization

Could there be some self-organizational principle that causes life to emerge
through laws of nature? The general problem with this approach is that energy
and self-organization can generate order, but there is no evidence they can
generate information. Meyer explains,

The astrophysicist Fred Hoyle had a similar way of making the same point.



He famously compared the problem of getting life to arise spontaneously
from its constituent parts to the problem of getting a 747 airplane to come
together from a tornado swirling through a junk yard. An undifferentiated
external force is simply too blunt an instrument to accomplish such a task.
Energy might scatter parts around randomly. Energy might sweep parts into
an orderly structure such as a vortex or funnel cloud. But energy alone will
not assemble a group of parts into a highly differentiated or functionally
specified system such as an airplane or cell (or into the informational
sequences necessary to build one). (Meyer, SC, 257)

c. Design

Naturalistic processes are simply incapable of explaining the complex,
information rich nature of the cell. But there is a third option, if someone is open
to looking beyond nature itself. Biochemist Fazale Rana explains,

Human experience consistently teaches that information emanates from
intelligence. Whether written in plain or elegant scripts, messages initiate in
a mind. In whatever form information takes, it’s not limited to
communicating ideas, needs, and desires between human minds. Information
has become an integral part of modern technology. Designers and engineers
routinely develop and refine information systems. Computer technologies,
among many other developing innovations, fundamentally depend upon such
constructs. Over the last forty years, biochemists have come to recognize that
the cell’s biological systems are also, at their essence, information-based.
Proteins, DNA, and even oligosaccharides are information-rich molecules.
By analogy, these discoveries reinforce the biochemical design argument
(Rana, CD, 166).

This is not a God-of-the-gaps argument, using God as an explanation for a
phenomenon presently inexplicable. While scientists certainly have an
incomplete understanding of life’s chemistry, the argument to design from DNA
is based upon positive evidence of what we do know about the abilities of
intelligent agents to produce information rich systems. As with the origin of the
universe, and the fine-tuning of the laws of nature, the origin of life poses a
seemingly intractable problem for naturalism.

D. The Origin of Consciousness



1. The Challenge of Consciousness

The existence and reality of consciousness present one of the most pressing
challenges to naturalism. As we have said, metaphysical naturalism is the view
that only physical things exist. As a result, everything that exists should be
describable in physical terminology, including properties such as weight, size,
and location. But there are certain subjective aspects of the world that resist such
explanation.

Analytic philosopher Paul Copan explains the challenge posed by
consciousness:

Here’s the problem, though: When we consult physics textbooks to
understand what matter is, there’s nothing psychological, subjective, or
mental about matter. Matter might be described as having the properties of
spatial location, spatial extension, weight, texture, color, shape, size, density,
mass, or atomic or chemical composition. But what will always be missing in
these textbooks describing matter is consciousness as a characteristic or
property of matter. The assumption is that matter is different than [sic] mind.
We’re left wondering: how could matter produce mind? How could
nonconscious material produce consciousness? (Copan, HDYKYNW, 100,
emphasis in original)

Even atheist philosopher Thomas Nagel notes how consciousness raises a
problem for naturalism:

Consciousness is the most conspicuous obstacle to a comprehensive
naturalism that relies only on the resources of physical science. The existence
of consciousness seems to imply that the physical description of the universe,
in spite of its richness and explanatory power, is only part of the truth, and
that the natural order is far less austere than it would be if physics and
chemistry accounted for everything. If we take this problem seriously, and
follow out its implications, it threatens to unravel the entire naturalistic world
picture. Yet it is very difficult to imagine a viable alternative. (Nagel, MC,
35)

2. Naturalistic Explanations for Consciousness

Naturalists have offered a variety of explanations for consciousness. We will



consider three popular explanations (although there are many more):

a. Behaviorism

Definition: While various behaviorist explanations hope to account for
consciousness, they commonly reduce mental attributes to some observable
behavior.

Response: Nagel observes: “It is certainly true that mental phenomena have
behavioral manifestations, which supply our main evidence for them in other
creatures. Yet all these theories seem insufficient as analyses of the mental
because they leave out something essential that lies beyond the externally
observable grounds for attributing mental states to others, namely, the aspect of
mental phenomena that is evidence from first-person, inner point of view of the
conscious subject: for example, the way sugar tastes to you or the way red looks
or anger feels, each of which seems to be something more than the behavioral
responses and discriminatory capacities that these experiences explain.
Behaviorism leaves out the inner mental state itself.” (Nagel, MC, 38)

b. Evolution

Definition: Consciousness emerges from the process of natural selection, acting
upon random mutation, and offers survival advantages to species.

Response: Philosopher Colin McGinn notes, “But in the case of
consciousness the Darwinian explanation does not tell us what we need to know,
for the simple reason that it is unclear how matter can be so organized as to
create a conscious being. The problem is in the raw materials. It looks as if with
consciousness a new kind of reality has been injected into the universe, instead
of just a recombination of the old realities. Even if minds showed no hint of
design, the same old problem would exist: How can mere matter originate
consciousness? How did evolution convert the water of biological tissue into the
wine of consciousness?” (McGinn, MF, 13)

c. The Mind Is the Brain

Definition: This approach claims the mind is the brain. In other words, mind and
brain are simply two different terms that refer to the same physical reality.
Response: Copan notes, “The fact that we can’t locate, weigh, or dye
thoughts—as we can physical objects—reveals the inadequacy of a view
identifying the physical with the mental/soulish—or reducing the mind/soul to



the physical. Brains just don’t have the same properties that minds (or souls)
have, and minds don’t have the same properties brains do. Therefore, the mental
can’t be identical with the brain—or even produced by the physical brain.”
(Copan, HDYKYNW, 101, emphasis in original)

3. Worldview Implications

There are other naturalistic attempts at explaining consciousness beyond
what we have explored here. Nevertheless, “The truth is,” says Moreland, “that
naturalism has no plausible way to explain the appearance of emergent mental
properties in the cosmos.” (Moreland, AC, 340) And yet this leaves naturalism
in a bind, as philosopher Richard Swinburne observes: “We cannot describe the
world fully if we use only terms denoting physical properties. Any worldview
which denies the existence of experienced sensations of blueness or loudness or
pain, does not describe how things are—that this is so stares us in the face.”
(Swinburne, EG, 165-166)

According to noted neuroscientist Robert Lawrence Kuhn, “Neuroscientists
and many philosophers have typically planted themselves firmly on the
materialist [naturalist] side. But a growing number of scientists now believe that
materialism cannot wholly explain the sense of ‘I am’ that undergirds
consciousness.” (Ghose, ME) Given how intractable the problem of
consciousness is for naturalism, philosopher and Brown University professor
Jaegwon Kim concludes, “But if a whole system of phenomena that are prima
facie not among basic physical phenomena resists physical explanation, and
especially if we don’t even know where or how to begin, it would be time to
reexamine one’s physicalist commitments.” (Kim, MPW, 96)

And yet along with the origin of the universe, the fine-tuning of the universe,
and the origin of life, the existence of consciousness fits naturally within the
theistic worldview. If God is a supremely conscious being, and he has created us,
then it makes perfect sense for human beings to be conscious agents who
experience the world. God has both the power and incentive to create conscious
beings.

E. The Existence of Free Will
1. Is Free Will an illusion?

The perception of free will is an unavoidable aspect of human experience.
Although influenced by our environment and genes, we believe we make choices



that are truly up to us. We condemn terrorists for their immoral actions because
we believe they should have known better. And we praise individuals who
personally sacrifice for the betterment of others because we realize they didn’t
have to be selfless. And yet if naturalism were true, our belief in free will would
be baseless.

Nagel, an atheist philosopher, asserts, “There is no room for agency in a
world of neural impulses, chemical reactions, and bone and muscle movements.”
(Nagel, VN, 111) In slight contrast, skeptic Michael Shermer believes free will
is ultimately insoluble, and so we might as well just pretend we have it: “Free
will is a useful fiction. 1 feel ‘as if’ I have free will, even though I know we live
in a determined universe. This fiction is so useful that I act as if I have free will
but you don’t. You do the same. Since the problem may be an insoluble one,
why not act as if you do have free will, gaining the emotional gratification and
social benefits that go along with it?” (Shermer, SGE, 121, emphasis in original)

2. The Intuition of Free Will

Belief in free will is an intuition held by people of varying worldviews,
including many atheists. Copan notes, “But if this intuition is so common, maybe
there is something to it! According to the commonsense principle of credulity,
we should accept the basic reliability of our everyday intuitions—whether about
our freedom, the general trustworthiness of our rational faculties and sense
perceptions, or our moral intuitions about the wrongness of murder, rape, and
theft. The burden of proof is upon the one who would deny these obvious
features of our daily lives.” (Copan, HDYKYNW, 106-107, emphasis in
original)

3. A Problem for Determinism: Denying Rationality

Recently I (Sean) led a group of high school students to Berkeley to interact
with some skeptics, agnostics, and atheists. One evening, for a public
conversation about the evidence for and against God, we met with a “free
thinking” student group from Cal Berkeley. After the discussion, I met a student
who said she had recently converted from believing in free will to being a
determinist. I simply asked her why she changed her mind. And she effectively
said, “I used to believe in free will until I really examined the evidence. I studied
both the philosophy and science behind the issue and have become convinced
that free will is an illusion.” After a moment of reflection, I simply asked her



another question: “So, you weighed the evidence on both sides of the debate and
freely chose to give up belief in free will and become a determinist. Is that
right?” She hesitated to respond because she saw the tension. In other words, she
claimed to be a determinist (which implies that her beliefs are not up to her) but
then offered intellectual reasons for her decision, as if she were a free agent who
could rationally examine evidence and follow it where it leads. She wanted it
both ways, but unfortunately, her naturalistic worldview wouldn’t allow it,
leaving her two options: (1) Give up naturalism and adopt a worldview that
allows for free will (such as Christianity), or (2) Become a more consistent
naturalist and admit that free will is an illusion and that her beliefs really weren’t
up to her in the way she thought they were.

Influential atheist Sam Harris, after rightly emphasizing the importance of
the question of free will, also concludes that free will is an illusion. In his book
Free Will, Harris claims we are not the conscious source of our actions and
could not have behaved differently in the past from how we did. He says, “I, as
the conscious witness of my experience, no more initiate events in my prefrontal
cortex than I cause my heart to beat.” (Harris, FW, 9) Harris explains: “The
brain is a physical system, entirely beholden to the laws of nature—and there is
every reason to believe that changes in its functional state and material structure
entirely dictate our thoughts and actions” (Harris, FW, 11-12).

Harris rightly points out that there are three main approaches to the problem
of free will: determinism, libertarianism, and compatibilism. He then says,
“Today, the only philosophically respectable way to endorse free will is to be a
compatibilist.” (Harris, FW, 16) But if determinism were true, as Harris’s view
seems to imply, why would any position be philosophically respectable or
unrespectable? After all, on his view, people are determined to hold their beliefs
—whether compatibilist, libertarian, or determinist—by forces outside of their
control. If the people who hold beliefs couldn’t have believed differently, there
is no need to critique or praise another’s position. If his critique results merely
from chemicals moving in his brain, nothing could make his chemicals more
respectable than others.

Furthermore, Harris argues that giving up free will (and becoming more
aware of the background causes of our feelings) allows people to have greater
creative control over their lives. “Getting behind our conscious thoughts and
feelings,” says Harris, “can allow us to steer a more intelligent course through
our lives.” (Harris, FW, 47) However, clearly the idea of “steering” a more
intelligent course through life seems to imply an agent view of causation—that



there is a “self” beyond the physical world of cause and effect. According to
naturalism, however, the belief that we can steer our lives is an illusion. All of
our beliefs and behavior are entirely the result of forces outside our control. In
one breath Harris says all our beliefs are determined, but then in another he
seems to speak as if we really should take control over the course of our lives.

Determinists might push back and suggest that minds can be changed with
the right stimuli of forces and counterforces, which are part of the larger cause-
effect realm. Thus, we feel as if we are making free choices, but in reality, these
feelings are explainable by prior physical states and interactions. This is an
important objection, which comes at a high cost—the undermining of rationality.
According to J. P. Moreland, rationality seems to require an agent view of the
human person, which involves these four theses:

1. I must be able to deliberate, to reflect about what I am going to do. I
deliberate about my behavior and not that of others, future events and not
past ones, courses of action which I have not already settled. These facts
of deliberation make sense only if I assumed that my actions are “up to
me’ to perform or not perform.

2. I must have free will; that is, given choices a and b, I can genuinely do
both. If I do a, I could have done otherwise. I could have chosen b. The
past and present do not physically determine only one future. The future is
open and depends, to some extent, on my free choices.

3. I am an agent. My acts are often self-caused. I am the absolute origin of
my acts. My prior mental or physical states are not sufficient to determine
what I will do. I must act as an agent.

4. Free will is incompatible with physical determinism. They cannot both be
true at the same time (Moreland, STSC, 95).

Of course, this doesn’t prove that free will is real and that naturalism is false.
Free will may ultimately be an illusion, as determinists such as Harris suggest.
But embracing determinism comes at a cost that undermines our common sense
understanding of free will and rationality.

4. Conclusion

We recognize that we have only scratched the surface of the issue of free
will. We have not considered many objections to the existence of free will, nor



their responses. For a helpful resource that considers various attempts to explain
free will using naturalistic explanations, and why these explanations fall short,
see God’s Crime Scene by J. Warner Wallace. (141-158, 250-259)

For the sake of our discussion, we simply note that the experience of free
will is inexplicable for naturalists, which they themselves often admit.
Consistent naturalists must either admit that free will is an illusion or hope that
someday an explanation emerges. Naturalism cannot account for our deep-
seated, common sense, and daily experience that we are agents who make
decisions that are up to us. Theists, though, have no such problem. After all, if
God is a personal, free being who can choose to act, and has created us in his
image, then we have good reason to believe we genuinely experience free will.

F. The Existence of Objective Morality
1. Universal Morality

Like the issue of consciousness and free will, humans have a universal belief
in right and wrong. While people do vary over specific behaviors they consider
right or wrong, there is universal agreement on the underlying principles of
objective morality. C. S. Lewis explains,

If anyone will take the trouble to compare the moral teaching of, say, ancient
Egyptians, Babylonians, Hindus, Chinese, Greeks and Romans, what will
really strike him will be how very like they are to each other and to our own.
... I need only ask the reader to think what a totally different morality would
mean. Think of a country where people were admired for running away in
battle, or where a man felt proud of double-crossing all the people who had
been kindest to him. You might just as well try to imagine a country where
two and two made five. Men have differed as regards what people you ought
to be unselfish to—whether it was only your own family, or your fellow
countrymen, or everyone. But they have always agreed that you ought not

put yourself first. Selfishness has never been admired.! Men have differed as
to whether you should have one wife or four. But they have always agreed
that you must not simply have any woman you liked. (Lewis, MC, 19)

Which worldview best explains the existence of objective morality? The
question is not whether naturalists can be moral—or even whether they can
know morality—but whether naturalism as a worldview can adequately account



for the existence of objective morality.

2. Denying Objective Morality

Some naturalists may recognize the implications of their God-less worldview
and claim they don’t believe in objective morality.
But again, Lewis points out the inconsistency of such a view:

Whenever you find a man who says he does not believe in a real Right and
Wrong, you will find the same man going back on this a moment later. He
may break his promise to you, but if you try breaking one to him he will be
complaining, “It’s not fair” before you can say Jack Robinson. A nation may
say treatises do not matter; but then, next minute, they spoil their case by
saying that the particular treaty they want to break was an unfair one. But if
treaties do not matter, and if there is no such thing as Right and Wrong—in
other words, if there is no Law of Nature—what is the difference between a
fair treaty and an unfair one? Have they not let the cat out of the bag and
show that, whatever they say, they really know the Law of Nature just like
anyone else? (Lewis, MC, 19-20)

3. Can Science Explain Morality?

In his book The Moral Landscape, Sam Harris claims science can provide a
basis for objective morality. But apologist speaker and author Frank Turek notes
that Harris smuggles in presuppositions his worldview cannot provide:

Science might be able to tell you if an action may hurt someone—like giving
a man cyanide will kill him—>but science can’t tell you whether or not you
ought to hurt someone. Who said it’s wrong to harm people? Sam Harris?
Does he have authority over the rest of humanity? Is his nature the standard
of Good? To get his system to work, Sam Harris must smuggle in what he
claims is an objective moral standard: “well being.” As William Lane Craig
pointed out in his debate with Harris, that’s not the fail-safe criterion of
what’s right. But even if it was, what objective, unchanging, moral authority
establishes it as right? . . . Only an unchanging authoritative being, who can
prescribe and enforce objective morality here and beyond the grave, is an
adequate standard. (Turek, SG, 100)

In The Abolition of Man, C. S. Lewis points out that logic cannot obtain



“ought” from mere descriptions of “is,” that is, of the way things are. (Lewis,
AOM, 12)

4. Can Evolution Explain Morality?

A few years ago, I (Sean) participated in a public debate with a skeptic about
whether or not God is the best explanation for moral values (McDowell and
Corbett, IGBE). My opponent appealed to evolution in his attempt to ground
objective morality apart from God. But this explanation falls short. Apologists
Francis J. Beckwith and Gregory Koukl explain,

Darwinists opt for an evolutionary explanation for morality without
sufficient justification. To make their naturalistic explanation work, morality
must reside in the genes. Good and beneficial tendencies can then be chosen
by natural selection. Nature, through the mechanics of genetic chemistry,
cultivates behavior we call morality. (Beckwith and Koukl, Relativism, 163)

Beckwith and Koukl note that this creates two problems:

First, evolution doesn’t explain what it’s meant to explain. It can only
account for preprogrammed behavior, not moral choices. Moral choices, by
their nature, are made by free agents. They are not determined by internal
mechanics. Second, the Darwinist explanation reduces morality to mere
descriptions of behavior. The morality that evolution needs to account for,
however, entails much more than conduct. Minimally, it involves motive and
intent as well. Both are nonphysical elements that can’t, even in principle,
evolve in a Darwinian sense. Further, this assessment of morality, being
descriptive only, ignores the most important moral question of all: Why
should I be moral tomorrow? Evolution cannot answer that question.
Morality dictates what future behavior ought to be. Darwinism can only
attempt to describe why humans acted in a certain way in the past. (Beckwith
and Koukl, Relativism, 164)

5. God Best Explains Objective Morality

The argument from objective morality to God has two simple premises and a
conclusion: (1) If objective moral values exist, God must exist; (2) Objective
moral values exist; (3) Therefore, God must exist. In terms of support for the
first premise, we have seen that humans have a universal belief in objective



morality. And as Lewis noted, those who deny objective morality will inevitably
end up in contradiction. The existence of objective morality is certainly

reasonable and better accounts for common human experience than its denial.?
As for the second premise, Copan notes:

Just think about it: Intrinsically valuable, thinking persons do not come from
impersonal, nonconscious, unguided, valueless processes over time. A
personal, self-aware, purposeful, good God provides the natural and
necessary context for the existence of valuable, rights-bearing, morally
responsible human persons. That is, personhood and morality are necessarily
connected; moral values are rooted in personhood. Without God (a personal
being), no persons—and thus no moral values—would exist at all: no
personhood, no moral values. Only if God exists can moral properties be
realized. (Copan, MAGE, 22, emphasis in original)

If these two premises are true, then it follows that God must exist. Even
some atheists have noted the connection between God and morality. The late
atheist philosopher J. L. Mackie said, “If there are objective moral values, they
make the existence of a god more probable than it would have been without
them. Thus we have a defensible argument from morality to the existence of a
god.” (Mackie, MT, 115-116) And agnostic Paul Draper noted, “A moral world
is ... very probable on theism.” (quoted in Copan, MAGE, 23)

As with the origin and fine-tuning of the universe, the origin of life, the
existence of consciousness, and the nature of free will, naturalism fails
adequately to explain objective morality. Conversely, objective moral values
provide positive support for the theistic worldview.

V. Conclusion

Naturalism permeates Western culture, claiming not only that only physical
things exist but also that all phenomena can ultimately be explained by the
combination of chance and natural laws. This worldview underlies much
rejection of supernatural phenomena such as the deity of Christ and the
resurrection.

And yet, as we have seen, naturalism cannot account for the origin of the
universe, the fine-tuning of the universe, the origin of life, the existence of



consciousness, the nature of free will, and objective morality. These are
universal human experiences. We have argued that any worldview (such as
naturalism) that cannot account for these phenomena ultimately fails to describe
reality. And yet each of these phenomena also provides positive evidence for
theism. We agree with Flew: given these features of the world, “the occurrence
of the resurrection does become enormously more likely.”

1. There are some exceptions to Lewis’s statement, “Selfishness has never
been admired.” One is Nietzsche; another is the objectivism of Ayn Rand. Both
have garnered many followers. A third appears in the admiration for betrayal
that Don Richardson encountered in Irian Jaya and related in his book Peace
Child. But in defense of Lewis, we can point out that in the BBC talks that
became Mere Christianity, he is referring to the consensus of society rather than
to individual thinkers or groups within a large historic culture.

2. In The Abolition of Man (the publication of lectures delivered at the
University of Durham), C. S. Lewis presents an extensive argument for the
unreasonableness of denying moral objectivity—and for the ultimately
destructive outcome for humanity if we try to base individual behavior and
social polity upon that denial. (Lewis, AOM, 12, 22-24, 33, 46)
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THE UNIQUENESS OF THE BIBLE
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I. Introduction

People often say to us, “Oh, you don’t read the Bible, do you?” Or they say,
“The Bible is just another book. You really ought to read . . .” Then they name
some of their favorite books. Others have a Bible in their library, describing how
it sits on the shelf next to other “greats,” such as Homer’s Odyssey,
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, or Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. Their Bible
may be dusty, not broken in, but they still recognize its historical influence,



thinking of it as one of the classics. Still others make degrading comments about
the Bible because they are surprised that anyone might take it seriously enough
to spend time reading it. I (Josh) was once like them. I even tried to refute the
Bible as God’s Word to humanity. I finally concluded, however, that not
accepting the Bible must result from being either biased, prejudiced, or simply
unread.

Voices like those above brought up many issues with which I grappled. As a
result of all my research about the Bible, I concluded that the best word to
describe the Bible is the word unique.

This chapter focuses exclusively on the unique origin and nature of the
Bible, the profound impact it has had on western civilization, and its
responsibility for much of the progress of human history. This chapter will not
attempt to demonstrate the validity or truth of the Bible, nor its claims to
inspiration, infallibility, or inerrancy, which will be addressed in subsequent
chapters.

I1. Unique in Character

There are several uncommon and distinctive features of the Bible’s history,
composition, and content. F. F. Bruce, former Rylands Professor of Biblical
Criticism and Exegesis at the University of Manchester, summarizes these
characteristics:

The Bible, at first sight, appears to be a collection of literature—mainly
Jewish. If we enquire into the circumstances under which the various Biblical
documents were written, we find that they were written at intervals over a
space of nearly 1400 years. The writers wrote in various lands, from Italy in
the west to Mesopotamia and possibly Persia in the east. The writers
themselves were a heterogeneous number of people, not only separated from
each other by hundreds of years and hundreds of miles but belonging to the
most diverse walks of life. In their ranks we have kings, herdsmen, soldiers,
legislators, fishermen, statesmen, courtiers, priests and prophets, a
tentmaking rabbi and a Gentile physician, not to speak of others of whom we
know nothing apart from the writings they have left us. The writings
themselves belong to a great variety of literary types. They include history,
law (civil, criminal, ethical, ritual, sanitary), religious poetry, didactic



treatises, lyric poetry, parable and allegory, biography, personal
correspondence, personal memoirs and diaries, in addition to the distinctively
Biblical types of prophecy and apocalyptic. (Bruce, BP, 79)

Now let us look in more detail into some of these specific characteristics.

A. Unique in Its Time Span

While most scholars agree that all the books of the New Testament were
completed by the second half of the first century AD (Kitchen, OROT, 500),
there is sufficient evidence to confirm that the earliest forms of the Bible were
written during the time of the Hebrew exodus out of Egypt (c. 1400-1200 BC).
This means that the composition of the biblical writings, from the earliest book
of the Bible to the last of the New Testament writings, spans a period of 1,300 to
1,500 years. In comparison to other literary and historical works, the Bible is
exceptional in that it was written and assembled over a vast number of
generations.

B. Unique in Its Geographical Production

Unlike most other literary works, the composition and transmission of the
biblical books did not emerge from a homogenous community located in a single
region of the ancient world. Rather, these works were written by peoples in areas
as diverse as Rome in the West, Egypt in the South, and Mesopotamia in the
East. This amazing geographical and ethnic diversity distinguishes the Bible’s
origins from that of all other books.

C. Unique in Its Authorship

The Bible is as diverse in its authorship as it is in its production over a long
period of time and the multiple geographical regions in which it originated.
Authored by approximately forty different people (some known, some unknown)
and edited and preserved by countless scribal schools and communities, the
Bible preserves for us the writings of a vast array of different personalities from
widely divergent social circumstances. We discover kings surrounded by power
and wealth (e.g., Solomon) on the one hand, to lower class Galilean fishermen
(e.g., Peter and John) on the other. Between these two socioeconomic extremes
one finds an exiled prince (Moses), military leaders (e.g., Joshua and David),



trained philosophers (e.g., the authors of Job and Ecclesiastes), a tax collector
(Matthew), a historian (Luke), and a zealous Pharisee (Paul). These authors
recorded the stories of all kinds of people. Professor Mary Ellen Chase remarks:

The story-tellers of the Bible . . . understood men and women of all sorts and
in all conditions. There is literally no type of person whom they have
neglected. All are here: the wise and the foolish, the rich and the poor, the
faithful and the treacherous, the designing and the generous, the pitiful and
the prosperous, the innocent and the guilty, the spendthrift and the miser, the
players of practical jokes and their discomfited victims, the sorry, the tired,
the old, the exasperated young, misled and impetuous girls, young men who
lusted and young men who loved, friends who counted no cost for friendship,
bad-mannered children and children well brought up, a little boy who had a
headache in a hay-field, a little servant girl who wanted so much her master’s
health that she dared to give him good, if unpalatable, advice. Once one
discovers such persons as these, still alive after many centuries, they become
not only fascinating in themselves but typical of persons whom we know
today. (Chase, BCR, 5)

D. Unique in Its Literary Genres

The Bible is also unique in that a multitude of distinct literary forms and
genres can be found within its pages, as complete compositions consisting of a
single genre (e.g., Song of Songs) or complete compositions imbued with
multiple genres (e.g., Exodus). Gerd Theissen, professor of New Testament at
the University of Heidelberg, highlights the importance of biblical genres:

Biblical texts are of various sorts. Treatment of one sort of text provides
practice in dealing with all texts of the same sort. Narrative, poetic, legal, and
argumentative texts of the Bible can therefore be treated as exemplary, as
well as the various biblical genres identified by that area of biblical
scholarship called form criticism. In principle no single sort of text is
privileged. Central themes appear in all forms: creation is recorded as
narrative; trust is expressed in prayer (Psalm 23); monotheism is mandated
in a commandment (Exod. 20:2); justification is expounded in a disputatious
letter (Romans); theodicy—the question of God’s justice—is examined in
wisdom dialogue (Job). The Bible is not a homogenous text but a
compendium of different forms and genres. Each must be appreciated on its



own terms. (Theissen, BCC, 30-31)

Other ancient literary works utilize a multiplicity of literary genres, but the
biblical authors use them in order to focus their audience’s attention on one
supreme metanarrative. Alison Jack, professor of Bible and Literature at the
University of Edinburgh, illustrates the interplay between this unifying biblical
motif and the multiplicity of literary forms:

While one overarching story may be discerned, involving the central
character of the one God, creator and sustainer of the earth, and his
relationship with those who accept a relationship with him, and those who do
not, there are many different voices behind the books of the Bible. A
multitude of literary genres are found here, from long and short narratives to
poetry and song, genealogies and historical accounts, biography, letters and
apocalyptic writing. These voices tell different versions of the story, from a
variety of perspectives. (Jack, BL, 6)

E. Unique in Its Languages

The Bible is written in three different languages (two Semitic and one Indo-
European), each with a unique character and essence. Larry Walker, former
professor of Old Testament and Semitic Languages at Mid-America Baptist
Theological Seminary, outlines each of the biblical languages:

Hebrew is actually one of several Canaanite dialects which included
Phoenician, Ugaritic, and Moabite. Other Canaanite dialects (for example,
Ammonite) existed but have left insufficient inscriptions for scholarly
investigation. Such dialects were already present in the land of Canaan
before its conquest by the Israelites. . . . Hebrew belongs to the Semitic
family of languages; these languages were used from the Mediterranean Sea
to the mountains east of the Euphrates River valley, and from Armenia
(Turkey) in the north to the southern extremity of the Arabian peninsula. . . .
Hebrew, like the other early Semitic languages, concentrates on observation
more than reflection. That is, things that are generally observed according to
their appearance as phenomena, not analyzed as to their inward being or
essence. Effects are observed but not traced through a series of causes.
Hebrew’s vividness, conciseness, and simplicity make the language difficult
to translate fully. It is amazingly concise and direct. For example, Psalm 23



contains fifty-five words; most translations require about twice that many to
translate it. . . . Hebrew is a pictorial language in which the past is not merely
described but verbally painted. Not just a landscape is presented but a
moving panorama. The course of events is reenacted in the mind’s sight. . . .
Many profound theological expressions of the Old Testament are tightly
bound up with Hebrew language and grammar. Even the most sacred name
of God himself, “the Lorp” (Jehovah or Yahweh), is directly related to the
Hebrew verb “to be” (or perhaps “to cause to be”). (Walker, BL, 218-221)

Walker also explains:

Aramaic is linguistically very close to Hebrew and similar in structure.
Aramaic texts in the Bible are written in the same script as Hebrew. In
contrast to Hebrew, Aramaic uses a larger vocabulary, including many loan
words, and a greater variety of connectives. It also contains an elaborate
system of tenses, developed through the use of participles with pronouns or
with various forms of the verb “to be.” Although Aramaic is less euphonious
and poetical than Hebrew, it is probably superior as a vehicle of exact
expression. Aramaic has perhaps the longest continuous living history of any
language known. It was used during the Bible’s patriarchal period and is still
spoken by a few people today. Aramaic and its cognate, Syriac, evolved into
many dialects in different places and periods. Characterized by simplicity,
clarity, and precision, it adapted easily to the various needs of everyday life.
It could serve equally well as a language for scholars, pupils, lawyers, or
merchants. Some have described it as the Semitic equivalent of English. . . .
Gradually, especially after the Babylonian exile, Aramaic influence pervaded
the land of Palestine. Nehemiah complained that children from mixed
marriages were unable to speak Hebrew (Neh. 13:24). The Jews seem to
have continued using Aramaic widely during the Persian, Greek, and Roman
periods. Eventually the Hebrew Scriptures were translated into Aramaic
paraphrases, called Targums, some of which have been found among the
Dead Sea Scrolls. . . . Aramaic served as a transition from Hebrew to Greek
as the language spoken by Jews in Jesus’ day. In that sense Aramaic
connects Old Testament Hebrew with New Testament Greek. (Walker, BL,
228-230)

Walker continues:



The Greek language is beautiful, rich, and harmonious as an instrument of
communication. It is a fitting tool both for vigorous thought and for religious
devotion. During its classic period, Greek was the language of one of the
world’s greatest cultures. During that cultural period, language, literature,
and art flourished more than war. The Greek mind was preoccupied with
ideals of beauty. The Greek language reflected artistry in its philosophical
dialogues, its poetry, and its stately orations. The Greek language was also
characterized by strength and vigor. It was capable of variety and striking
effects. Greek was a language of argument, with a vocabulary and style that
could penetrate and clarify phenomena rather than simply tell stories. . . . The
conquests of Alexander the Great encouraged the spread of Greek language
and culture. Regional dialects were largely replaced by “Hellenistic” or
“koine” (common) Greek. Koine Greek is a dialect preserved and known
through thousands of inscriptions reflecting all aspects of daily life. The
koine dialect added many vernacular expressions to Attic Greek, thus making
it more cosmopolitan. Simplifying the grammar also better adapted it to a
worldwide culture. . . . Translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek was
an epochal event. The Septuagint (the earliest Greek translation of the Old
Testament) later had a strong influence on Christian thought. . . . The New
Testament epistles blend the wisdom of Hebrew and the dialectic philosophy
of Greek. Sermons recorded in the New Testament combine the Hebrew
prophetic message with Greek oratorical force. (Walker, BL, 230-234)

F. Unique in Its Teachings

Not only is its historical background and development unique, but the
Bible’s message is also unique. This is what distinguishes Christianity from all
other religious and secular worldviews. Kenneth R. Samples, adjunct professor
of apologetics at Biola University, and senior research scholar for Reasons to
Believe, illustrates how many of the claims made by biblical Christianity fly in
the face of all other worldviews:

Much of society today knows so little about the specific beliefs of classical
Christianity. Therefore, many people are unaware of historic Christianity’s
unique perspective on God, Christ, the world, humankind, values, death, and
suffering. . . . Historic Christianity embodies numerous beliefs that are
theologically and philosophically volatile (in the best sense of the term). The
Christian faith contains powerful truth-claims that have transformed the



church and turned the world upside down. Christianity’s initial dangerous
ideas started with twelve men (Jesus’s apostles) and within three hundred
years came to dominate the ancient Roman world. And for more than a
thousand years after that, the historic faith dominated all aspects of Western

civilization. . . . The advance and entrenchment of secularism over the last
couple hundred years make these Christian ideas fresh and explosive. Not
safe, but good. . . . The historic Christian truth-claims presented in this book

can, then, be viewed as having a renewed sense of danger. (Samples, 7T, 10)

In the following we focus on three essential (i.e., necessary or indispensable)
Christian teachings, without which one would no longer be speaking of biblical
Christianity.

1. The Trinity

Rooted deeply in the pages of Scripture, later formalized at councils such as
Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381), and professed in confessions such as The
Articles of Religion (1571) and The Westminster Confession of Faith (1643—
1646), is the understanding of the ontology of God that can only be described as
unique. Wayne Grudem, research professor of theology and biblical studies at
Phoenix Seminary, gives a simple definition of the Trinity: “God eternally exists
as three persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and each person is fully God, and
there is one God.” (Grudem, ST, 226) Another way of stating this view of God is
that there is one divine nature (essence) existing as three eternal persons, the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. While this description could increase in linguistic
complexity and qualification, these simple formulations are sufficient to
distinguish Trinitarian Christianity from unitarian religions (e.g., Judaism and
Islam) and nontheistic religions (e.g., Buddhism). Nancy Pearcey, professor of
apologetics at Houston Baptist University, captures one existential implication of
this unique biblical teaching;:

The balance of unity and diversity in the Trinity gives a model for human
social life, because it implies that both individuality and relationship exist
within the Godhead itself. God is being-in-communion. Humans are made in
the image of a God who is a tri-unity—whose very nature consists in
reciprocal love and communication among the Persons of the Trinity. This
model provides a solution to the age-old opposition between collectivism and
individualism. Over against collectivism, the Trinity implies the dignity and



uniqueness of individual persons. Over against radical individualism, the
Trinity implies that relationships are not created by sheer choice but are built
into the very essence of human nature. We are not atomistic individuals but
are created for relationships. (Pearcey, TT, 132)

Some religious systems (e.g., fourth-century Arians, Muslims, Mormons, and
Jehovah’s Witnesses) have attempted throughout history to show that the Trinity
is nowhere to be found in the pages of Scripture. However, careful analysis of
three categories of Scripture demonstrates that this opposition is exegetically
unsound and groundless. These three categories consist of Scripture that attests
to: (1) God’s essential oneness (i.e., monotheism); (2) the divinity of each
Person (Father, Son, Holy Spirit); and (3) the simultaneous distinction of each
Person.

1. God’s essential oneness (monotheism). Both the Old Testament and New
Testament confirm that there is only one God. (Throughout this chapter,
Scripture quotes are taken from the Ni1v, unless other noted)

* OT: Deuteronomy 6:4—“Hear, O Israel: The Lorp our God, the Lorbp is
one.” (cf. Deut. 4:35, 39; 1 Kings 8:60; Isa. 43:10; 44:6; 45:5, 6, 21, 22)

e NT: 1 Corinthians 8:6—“Yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from
whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord,
Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom we live.”
(cf. Mark 12:29; John 17:3; Rom. 3:30; 1 Tim. 2:5; James 2:19)

2. The divinity of each person. Both the Old Testament and New Testament
confirm that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are each fully divine.

* The Father: 2 Corinthians 1:2—*“Grace and peace to you from God our
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (cf. Gal. 1:1; Eph. 1:2)

» The Son: John 1:1, 14—*“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with God, and the Word was God. . . . The Word became flesh and made
his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and
only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” (cf. Isa. 9:6;
John 5:18; 8:58; 10:30; 20:28; Phil. 2:5-6; Col. 1:15; Heb. 1:3, 10; Titus
2:13; 2 Peter 1:1; Rev. 1:8; 22:12, 13, 16, 20)

* The Holy Spirit: 1 Corinthians 2:10-11—“These are the things God has
revealed to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep
things of God. For who knows a person’s thoughts except their own spirit



within them? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the
Spirit of God.” (cf. Ps. 139:7, 8; John 3:5-7; Acts 5:3-4; 13:2; 2 Cor. 3:17—
18; 1 John 3:9)

3. The simultaneous distinction of each person. The New Testament confirms
that the persons of the Trinity are distinct. Example: Matthew 28:19
—“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” (cf. Matt. 3:16, 17; 17:5;
John 14:16, 17, 26; 15:26; 16:13, 14; 17:1; Acts 10:38)

Considered in their entirety, these passages of Scripture proclaim one God,
eternally existing as three distinct persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), each
being fully divine.

2. Incarnation and Atonement

Erwin Lutzer, senior pastor of Moody Church in Chicago, poses a
provocative question to contemporary western culture: “Does Christ belong on
the same shelf with Buddha, Krishna, Baha u 1lah, and Zoroaster? Like Christ,
such leaders (and others) have taught some rather lofty ethical ideas. Even if we
say He stands taller than the rest, have we given Him His due? Or is He to be
placed on an entirely different shelf altogether?” (Lutzer, CAOG, 13) In answer
to Lutzer’s question, the Bible clearly proclaims that Jesus of Nazareth is to be
placed in a separate category reserved for Him alone, that of a God-man, who
enters into creation to pay the penalty for the sins we have all committed.

Grudem lays out the fundamental teaching of the incarnation as “the act of
God the Son whereby he took to himself a human nature.” (Grudem, ST, 543)
Samples highlights this extraordinary Christian teaching:

Of all the world’s religions, only Christianity proclaims that God has become
embodied as a human being. Of all the founders of the world’s great religious
traditions, only Jesus Christ claims to be God. Only the historic Christian
faith proclaims that to encounter Jesus Christ is to directly and personally
encounter God himself. Indeed at the very heart of historic Christianity is a
truly astounding—one may say dangerous—truth-claim. This central article
of the Christian faith is the incarnation: God became man in Jesus of
Nazareth. This truth is a distinctive feature of the Christian faith, for it is
unique to Christianity to discover a God who not only takes the initiative in



becoming flesh but also does so in order to redeem sinful human beings.
(Samples, 7T, 61)

One radical, or, as Samples states, “dangerous” implication (among others)
of this teaching is that God would humiliate himself by condescending to the
level of humanity with all its frailties, weaknesses, and temptations. For many
religions, the image of the Almighty God being born like every other human
child seems so objectionable that it is blasphemous. For the Christian, however,
this act of the infinite Son of God forever uniting himself to a human nature
(body, soul, and spirit) is the most profound sacrificial and costly expression of
divine love in history.

Throughout history, however, varying groups have taught from opposite
sides of the spectrum, some rejecting the deity of Jesus (e.g., Muslims and
Jehovah’s Witnesses) and some rejecting his humanity (e.g., early Apollinarians
and Docetists). However, a proper examination of the biblical data, once again,
reveals the correct teaching that (1) Jesus is truly God and (2) Jesus is truly
human.

(1) Jesus is truly God. As seen in the previous section, there are numerous
passages of Scripture that attest to Jesus’ divinity. These lead Lutzer to answer
his original question when he states, “The divinity of Christ sharply divides
Christianity from all of the other religions of the world. This is the great divide,
the unbridgeable chasm, a gulf that extends from here to eternity.” (Lutzer,
CAOG, 103)

(2) Jesus is truly human. Luke 2:7—“And she gave birth to her firstborn, a
son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was
no guest room available for them.” Many other passages of Scripture clearly
demonstrate Jesus’ true humanity as he experienced physical limitations (Matt.
8:24; 21:18; Mark 5:30-32; Luke 22:44; John 4:6), experienced pain and death
(Mark 14:33-36; Luke 17:25; 23:33; John 19:30), experienced human emotions
(Matt. 26:37; Mark 3:5; 10:14; 14:32-42; Luke 7:9; 10:21; John 11:5, 35), and
possessed essential human qualities (Matt. 26:12, 28; Luke 24:39; John 5:30;
11:33).

We cannot separate this unique biblical teaching of God becoming man from
its ultimate purpose, the final reconciliation of man to his Creator, which was
accomplished through the atonement, defined as “the work Christ did in his life
and death to earn our salvation.” (Grudem, ST, 568) As is shown in the New
Testament writings (e.g., Rom. 3:25; 5:8; Gal. 3:13; Col. 1:13, 14; 1 Peter 1:18,



19; 1 John 2:2) the concept of God paying the price for the sins of mankind is an
indispensable truth of the Christian faith. It is this work of God that sets biblical
Christianity apart from all other religious systems that are grounded in the moral
actions (works) of people.

3. Faith vs. Works

C. S. Lewis once said, “The Son of God became a man to enable men to
become sons of God.” (Lewis, MC rev. ed., 178) While other religious systems
have offered theories for how man can achieve atonement for his own
wickedness, Christianity alone proclaims that God himself offers all people the
salvation that they absolutely cannot achieve on their own. Craig J. Hazen,
founder and director of the Biola University Master of Arts in Christian
Apologetics program, states:

Christianity is unique in its offer of salvation by grace alone, a free gift from
God to anyone who will receive it. In the history of religion, there have only
been a couple of instances of a religious movement that considered salvation
or enlightenment to be a free gift from a deity. But even in those cases (such
as in Amida Buddhism or a certain form of Bhakti Hinduism), it is not a no-
strings-attached kind of gift. There is still work to be done on the part of the
devotees. Hence, the Christian tradition stands in a solitary spot in the
spectrum of world religions when the apostle Paul writes in Ephesians 2:8-9,
“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from
yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.”
(Hazen, CWR, 146)

Samples demonstrates how a nearly identical view of humankind’s salvation
(based on meritorious works) arises out of dissimilar worldviews (i.e., traditional
Islam and the contemporary individual spirituality of the average Westerner):

Though claiming to be heirs of the biblical tradition, Islam is not a religion of
grace and redemption. Muslims believe that paradise is a just reward and hell
is a rightful punishment. . . . It is a common Islamic belief that two angels
follow each Muslim throughout life. The angel on the person’s right records
his or her good deeds, while the angel on the left records his or her bad
deeds. A Muslim’s destiny hinges on the preponderance of his actions as
measured on a scale. Generally speaking, Muslims have no assurance that



they will earn paradise, but this dilemma is often understood as an incentive
to strive for greater submission to Allah’s requirements. . . . In this manner,
this influential world religion affirms what many religions teach: that
paradise is a reward for moral goodness expressed in this life and that hell is
punishment for a lack of sufficient ethical accomplishment. . . . Many people
think God will grade on a curve and cut the virtuous among us some slack
when it comes to assigning heaven and hell. Why? Because current culture
says that at their core, most people are good. In other words, if their life’s
deeds were placed on a scale, the good would outweigh the bad. (Samples,
7T, 135-136)

Against these two worldviews (which are otherwise categorically opposed to
each other, yet unified on this principle), Samples presents the teaching of
biblical Christianity regarding God’s grace:

Against the backdrop of a near-global consensus that God sees humankind as
being basically good and, therefore, worthy of heaven stands historic
Christianity’s . . . revolutionary notion that . . . in the eyes of God no one is
or becomes morally acceptable by his or her own merit. In fact, it is fair to
say that sin (moral transgression) is a much bigger problem than most people
(including many Christians) realize. But the good news (Gospel) is that
God’s grace is deeper and Jesus Christ is a much greater Savior than most
people (including Christians) realize. . . . Christianity at its heart is a religion
not of self-help but of divine rescue. According to the Gospels, what human
beings need most is not moral guidance but rather a Savior. (Samples, 7T,
136-137)

These unique Christian teachings suggest a radical departure from all other
religious and secular thought. The biblical teaching about the Trinitarian nature
of God clearly explains why human beings really need both (1) individual
expression (each member of the Trinity is distinct and relates to humanity
uniquely) and (2) relationship in community (the same three Persons exist in an
eternally loving relationship with one another). The nature of the Trinity not
only explains why humans long for both individuality and community, but it also
provides an example for our relationships with one another. Furthermore, God
affirms the intrinsic worth of every person who has ever lived by the incarnation
of Jesus and his atoning sacrifice, as recorded in the Bible. Every one of us is



fashioned in the “image of God” (Gen. 1:27; 9:6). Beyond this, however, the
intrinsic moral worth of every human person and the divine sacrifice highlight a
provocative dissimilarity between Christianity and all other religious systems.
That is, a person’s value is found in her very being, not in her behavior. So it
follows that even those persons considered by many to be irredeemable (e.g.,
Osama bin Laden, Adolf Eichmann, or Kim Jong-Il) remain valuable in the eyes
of God. In his uniquely narrative style, Lewis illustrates what this divine love (a
love not contingent upon human behavior) would look like if ever truly applied:

I remember Christian teachers telling me long ago that I must hate a bad
man’s actions, but not hate the bad man: or, as they would say, hate the sin
but not the sinner. For a long time I used to think this a silly, straw-splitting
distinction: how could you hate what a man did and not hate the man? But
years later it occurred to me that there was one man to whom I had been
doing this all my life—namely myself. However much I might dislike my
own cowardice or conceit or greed, I went on loving myself. There had never
been the slightest difficulty about it. In fact the very reason why I hated the
things was that I loved the man. Just because I loved myself, I was sorry to
find that I was the sort of man who did those things. Consequently,
Christianity does not want us to reduce by one atom the hatred we feel for
cruelty and treachery. We ought to hate them. Not one word of what we have
said about them needs to be unsaid. But it does want us to hate them in the
same way in which we hate things in ourselves: being sorry that the man
should have done such things, and hoping, if it is anyway possible, that
somehow, sometime, somewhere he can be cured and made human again. . . .
I admit that this means loving people who have nothing lovable about them.
But then, has oneself anything lovable about it? You love it simply because it
is yourself. God intends us to love all selves in the same way and for the
same reason: but He has given us the sum ready worked out in our own case
to show us how it works. We have then to go on and apply the rule to all the
other selves. Perhaps it makes it easier if we remember that that is how He
loves us. Not for any nice, attractive qualities we think we have, but just
because we are the things called selves. For really there is nothing else in us
to love. (Lewis, MC, rev. ed., 117, 120)

ITI. Unique in Impact



Clearly, the Bible has influenced civilization more than any other literary work
in history. This section will not only provide evidence that the Bible is the most
widely distributed work ever written, but will also highlight its resilient history
and demonstrate its foundational role in the advent of western civilization.

A. Unique in Its Circulation and Translation

From the first translation of the Hebrew Bible into the Greek Septuagint
(LXX; see chapter 4) in the mid-third century BC, to the rise of biblical literacy
with the invention of Gutenberg’s printing press, to the surprising number of
translations and its mass circulation, to its worldwide availability today via
digital and electronic media, the Bible has registered an unparalleled history.
Rodney Stark, Distinguished Professor of the Social Sciences at Baylor
University, recounts one portion of this history:

In about 1455 Johannes Gutenberg (1397-1468) printed the first Bible. It
was soon followed by a flood of printed books, many of them Bibles, most of
them religious. The invention of printing stimulated a very rapid expansion
of literacy in Europe. Suddenly, people had something to read, and in their
own language. Where once readers had numbered in the thousands, soon
there were tens of thousands of readers, then hundreds of thousands. By 1500
at least 3 percent of Germans, about 400,000 people, could read. To serve
this rapidly growing audience, printers opened shops in every sizable town.
Soon peddlers traveled the countryside selling books and pamphlets, with the
result that huge numbers of Europeans began not only to read the Bible for
themselves but to read commentaries and tracts. Sales totals were incredibly
high, given the size of the literate populations. (Stark, FGG, 74-75)

Today, as in the time of Gutenberg, the Bible continues to surpass all other
literary works in production and circulation. While we commonly hear about
books on the bestseller list, selling a few hundred thousand copies, rarely do we
come across books that have sold more than a million copies. Even more rarely
do we find books that have passed the ten-million mark in sales. However, the
number of Bibles sold reaches into the billions, and when one considers the
freely distributed copies of biblical literature, the numbers likely reach into the
tens of billions. According to the United Bible Societies’ 2012 statistics, in that
year alone member organizations were responsible for distributing 405 million
Bibles or portions thereof (of which 32.1 million were full Bibles). One



interesting fact to note is that in 2012 (a year in which a record number of full
Bibles was distributed), there was a dramatic increase in the distribution of
Bibles or portions of the Bible in countries where persecution of Christians is
widespread.

The numbers of translations of the Bible are every bit as impressive as its
distribution numbers. Most books are never translated into another language. If a
book is translated, it is normally published in just two or three languages at the
most. Very few books are available in more than ten languages. But according to
the Wycliffe Global Alliance’s 2014 Scripture and Language Statistics, the Bible
or portions of it have been translated into 2,883 languages! (SLS) Although this
is only about 42 percent of the world’s 6,901 known languages, these languages
represent the primary vehicle of communication for about 80 percent (5.8
billion) of the estimated 7.26 billion people worldwide. Several languages were
first committed to writing solely to transmit Scripture, including Gothic,
Armenian, and Georgian. (SLS; USWPC) Perhaps more astounding was the
work of the monk brothers, Cyril and Methodius, to create the Cyrillic alphabet
in the ninth century AD; as a result, they extended the gospel message to the
empire of the Moravians. This alphabet provided the basis for contemporary
languages such as Russian, Ukrainian, Serbo-Croatian, and Bulgarian. (Geisler
and Nix, GIB, 519-522)

In addition to the printed copies of biblical literature, the Internet and digital
media expose even more people to the Bible. Two examples of these are directly
downloadable digital texts and audio versions of every book of the Bible. One
example of a digital text is YouVersion, a Bible app that has been translated into
799 languages and downloaded over 200 million times at the time of this
writing. Another example: Faith Comes by Hearing provides audio versions of
the Bible with “Bible recordings in 915 languages spoken by nearly 6 billion
people. Over 334 million people in virtually every country have been reached
through our wide range of programs.” (SOS)

DISTRIBUTION OF BIBLICAL LITERATURE

Country |Rank |2011 Distribution |2012 Distribution | % Increase
Syria 4 19,000 163,105 758%
Laos 28 7,985 20,743 159%
Iraq 3 28,518 66,175 132%




Egypt |23 [2,261,236 2,824,504 25%
India 21 22,790,001 27,220,467 19%
Nigeria |10  |7,695,853 8,121,452 5%

Chart information adapted from WWL; SDIPH

Clearly, no other book comes even close to the Bible in its distribution and
translation.

B. Unique in Its Survival and Resiliency

No other written work has been so attacked, scrutinized, and persecuted as
have the canonical books of the Bible. From emperors, monarchs, and dictators
who tried to destroy the words of Scripture (e.g., the persecutions under
Diocletian in the fourth century, Communist Russia, and Socialist China), to
intellectual attempts to discredit the content of Scripture (e.g., eighteenth to
nineteenth century rationalism and twenty-first-century postmodernism), the
Bible has withstood all forms of opposition.

1. Through Persecution

Two examples of attempts to destroy the Bible, one ancient and one recent,
demonstrate the ferocity of Christianity’s opponents. Rochunga Pudaite, founder
of Bibles For The World, highlights the extreme measures to which some
societies will go:

Diocletian became Caesar in the year 284. For the first 19 years of his reign
Christians had rest from persecution. . . . Then, under the influence of his
cruel son-in-law, Diocletian issued four harsh edicts. The first called for the
destruction of all places of Christian worship and the burning of all Christian
books. This order also stripped Christians of all honors and civic rights. The
second called for the imprisonment in chains of pastors and church officers.
The third, issued on the eve of Diocletians’s 20th anniversary as emperor,
offered a cruel kind of amnesty. The Christian prisoners would be released if
they would sacrifice to the Emperor and other Roman gods. The fourth,
issued in AD 304, ordered every person in the Empire to sacrifice and make



offerings to heathen gods, or suffer torture and death. Churches were
destroyed all over the Empire. All Bibles and writings of the church fathers
that could be found were burned in public gatherings. Christian men, women,
and children were tortured, thrown to wild beasts, and burned to death.
Diocletian had a monument erected at the site of one Bible burning, bearing
the inscription, Extincto nomine Christianorum—“Extinct is the Name of
Christians.” . . ..

Communism came to dwarf all other foes of the Bible. Lenin and Marx
both predicted that the Bible would become only a relic in a new classless,
atheistic society. Adjoining countries were annexed into the Soviet Empire,
religious freedom denied, missionaries banished, Bibles confiscated, and
churches turned into museums or closed. Millions of citizens, including
many Christians, died in Stalinistic blood purges in the 1920s and “30s. In
village after village, residents were called to mass meetings and asked, “Are
you with the Marxists or the believers?” Those who said “believers” were
shoved into cattle cars for shipment to Siberia. . . . Millions perished in
Communist countries other than the Soviet Union. Here too, Bibles were
destroyed. It was a rerun of the hate-filled persecutions under the old Roman
emperors, except that many, many more have died for the Christian faith and
an authoritative Bible in the 20th century than in all of the bloody vendettas
by the Caesars of Imperial Rome. (Pudaite and Hefley, GBEW, 47-48, 55—
56)

Other examples of persecution could be cited from history to document the

persistent antagonism against the Bible, yet there is no indication that the desire
for or distribution of the Bible is waning (see Section III. A. above). However,
the greatest current threat to the Bible is the intellectual challenge to its content
and relevance.

2. Through Criticism

In spite of the intellectual skepticism that began to spread in the seventeenth

century and still permeates culture today, the Bible (and its view of reality)
continues to be as intellectually viable now as during the time of its composition.
Bernard Ramm, former professor of religion at Baylor University, highlights the
resiliency of the Bible in the face of rampant criticism:

A thousand times over, the death knell of the Bible has been sounded, the



funeral procession formed, the inscription cut on the tombstone, and the
committal read. But somehow the corpse never stays put. No other book has
been so chopped, knived, sifted, scrutinized, and vilified. What book on
philosophy or religion or psychology or belles lettres of classical or modern
times has been subject to such a mass attack as the Bible? with such venom
and skepticism? with such thoroughness and erudition? upon every chapter,
line and tenet? (Ramm, PCE, 232-233)

The Bible has not only withstood these attacks from a skeptical world, but
the Christian worldview that it champions has experienced a revitalization in
recent years through a resurgence of scholarship in various disciplines, such as
textual criticism, archaeology, anthropology, the natural sciences, and
philosophy.

C. Unique in Its Impact on Western Civilization

No other book has influenced western civilization as much as the Bible.
From its historical narratives, moral teachings, and existential claims, the Bible
has laid the groundwork for democratic forms of government and law, the
rational exploration of the natural world, movements in both art and literature,
societal morals and values. Pudaite provides a sampling of the areas that have
been affected by the Bible:

Almost all of the good things of life that we take for granted bear the stamp
of the Bible’s influence—marriage, family, names, calendar, institutions of
caring, social agencies, education, benefits from science, uplifting books,
magnificent works of art and music, freedom, justice, equal rights, the work
ethic, the virtues of self-reliance and self-discipline. (Pudaite and Hefley,
GBEW, 114)

1. Government and Law

In the area of human governance and law, the Bible has contributed
significantly to three developments that have shaped the consciousness and
conscience of western civilization: (1) individual autonomy and the democratic
process, (2) a separation of secular government from the religious institution,
and (3) the maintaining of a system of justice. Ronald J. Sider, Distinguished
Professor of Theology at Eastern University, highlights basic biblical principles



that have become normative assumptions within democratic societies, showing
how the biblical understanding of human nature is determinative in establishing
societies that are appropriately free for the individual and that protect against
totalitarian overreach:

This biblical story shapes the Christian approach to public life in profound
ways. For example, persons are not merely complex machines to be
programmed for the good of the state. They are immeasurably valuable
beings, so loved by their Creator that he suffered the hell of Roman
crucifixion for them, free beings called to shape history along with God and
neighbor, immortal beings whose ultimate destiny far transcends any passing
political system. Public life is important because it shapes the social context
in which people respond to God’s invitation to live in right relationship with
both himself and neighbor. . . . Probably the best protection against political
totalitarianism is the recognition that the state is not the ultimate source of
value and law. If people in a society believe strongly that there exists a
higher law grounded in God the Creator to which current legislation ought to
conform and which citizens ought to obey even if that entails civil
disobedience, totalitarianism will be held in check. . . . Decentralized
decision making, even if it means a certain loss of efficiency, is in keeping
with the biblical vision of persons as coshapers under God of their own
history. . . . The democratic political process . . . is the political system most
compatible with biblical values about the importance of the individual and
the pervasiveness of sin. Genuine political democracy decentralizes political
power more completely than any other form of government. As Reinhold
Niebuhr never tired of pointing out, democracy is necessary precisely
because people are sinful. At the same time, it is because each individual is
of inestimable worth to God that every person should be free to help shape
his or her political destiny. . . . The state should not promote or establish any
religion or denomination. Nor is the separation of church and state merely a
pragmatic necessity in a pluralistic society. Religious faith by its very nature
is a free response to God. It cannot be coerced. Throughout biblical history,
we see a sovereign God constantly inviting persons into free dialogue with
himself. He invites obedience but is astonishingly patient with those who
decline the invitation. If the history of Israel tells us anything, it discloses
how much space God gives people to reject his will and still continue to
enjoy the created gifts of food, health, and life. Jesus’ parable of the wheat



and the tares (Matt. 13:24ff.) makes it clear that God chooses to allow
believers and nonbelievers to live and enjoy the world together until the end
of history. Since God intends history to be the place where people have the
freedom to respond or not respond to him, the state should not promote or
hinder religious belief. (Sider, EVAD, 38, 41-43)

The Bible has also informed both the substance and framework of modern
legal structures. Steve Jeffery, Michael Ovey, and Andrew Sach demonstrate
how the biblical principle of retributive justice is still the only form of
jurisprudence that is truly “just”:

The principle of retribution guarantees that only guilty people are punished.
Retribution is based on the premise that the appropriate authority should
impose a punishment if, and only if, an offence has actually been committed.
Retribution therefore ensures that no one is punished if he or she does not
deserve it. Similarly, the principle of retribution also ensures a given
punishment is proportional to its crime. It recognizes that serious crimes
deserve severe punishments, whereas more trivial offences warrant milder
sanctions. Finally, the principle of retribution also safeguards the principle of
equity, for the only factors allowed to affect the severity of a punishment are
those that affect the nature of the crime. Irrelevant differences such as the
race, gender or social class of the offender should have no impact on
sentencing. It is clear, therefore, that the principle of retribution secures those
elements of a system of punishment both required by Scripture and in accord
with our natural sense of right and wrong. Retribution may be combined with
the elements of deterrence or correction, but by itself safeguards these
biblical principles. (Jeffery et al., POT, 256)

While the quotation above explains the principle of retribution, we
acknowledge that human error may fail to administer it accurately. Though space
limitations do not allow us to describe the intrinsic flaws of other legal theories,
we can safely say that alternative theories have often led to gross abuses.

Finally, Barbara Armacost and Peter Enns, in their close examination of the
biblical prophets, describe the context within which this system of retributive
justice should work:

First, biblical justice is procedural as well as substantive. It requires fair and



unbiased adjudication as well as fair and principled laws. Second, justice is
largely relational and has particular claims on those who are in positions of
power or authority over others. Third, biblical justice requires special
attention to the way laws and legal institutions treat the most vulnerable
individuals in our communities. Fourth, there is a sense in which modern
lawyers should see themselves as having a prophetic role in their
communities, either as insiders working for justice in law and legal
institutions or as outsiders who bring to light injustice and call for its
eradication. (Armacost and Enns, COJ, 134-135)

2. Science and Education

In his sobering essay on how monotheism affected the shape of western
civilization, Stark effectively counters many revisionist narratives that have
become popular in contemporary culture. One of the biggest myths that Stark
exposes is the inflated, if not totally fabricated, idea that religion (particularly
Christianity) was somehow an obstacle to, rather than a catalyst for, the advent
of science and the rise of higher education:

There was no “scientific revolution” that finally burst through the
superstitious barriers of faith, but that the flowering of science that took
place in the sixteenth century was the normal, gradual, and direct outgrowth
of Scholasticism and the medieval universities. Indeed, theological
assumptions unique to Christianity explain why science was born only in
Christian Europe. Contrary to the received wisdom, religion and science not
only were compatible; they were inseparable. . . . The reason we didn’t know
the truth concerning these matters is that the claim of an inevitable and bitter
warfare between religion and science has, for more than three centuries, been
the primary polemical device used in the atheist attack on faith. From
Thomas Hobbes through Carl Sagan and Richard Dawkins, false claims
about religion and science have been used as weapons in the battle to “free”
the human mind from the “fetters of faith.” . . . I argue not only that there is
no inherent conflict between religion and science, but that Christian theology
was essential for the rise of science. (Stark, FGG, 3, 123)

Stark summarizes the reasons for the truth of this thesis (the italicized
portion above):



Christianity depicted God as a rational, responsive, dependable, and
omnipotent being and the universe as his personal creation, thus having a
rational, lawful, stable structure, awaiting human comprehension. . . . The
rise of science was not an extension of classical learning. It was the natural
outgrowth of Christian doctrine: Nature exists because it was created by God.
To love and honor God, one must fully appreciate the wonders of his
handiwork. Moreover, because God is perfect, his handiwork functions in
accord with immutable principles. By the full use of our God-given powers
of reason and observation, we ought to be able to discover these principles.
(Stark, FGG, 157)

Both the understanding of a rational Creator of the universe and the
inseparability of Christian theism from scientific truths led Sir Isaac Newton to
ground his views of absolute time and space on the eternity and omnipresence of
God. In his Principia, Newton states:

The supreme God is an eternal, infinite, and absolutely perfect being . . ., He
is eternal and infinite, omnipotent and omniscient, that is, he endures from
eternity to eternity, and he is present from infinity to infinity; he rules all
things, and he knows all things that happen or can happen. He is not eternity
and infinity, but eternal and infinite; he is not duration and space, but he
endures and is present. He endures always and is present everywhere, and by
existing always and everywhere he constitutes duration and space. Since
each and every particle of space is always, and each and every indivisible
moment of duration is everywhere, certainly the maker and lord of all things
will not be never or nowhere. . . . It is agreed that the supreme God
necessarily exists, and by the same necessity he is always and everywhere.
(Newton, INPW, 111-112)

Finally, Stark illustrates that Christian theism provided the proper context for
the flourishing of science and the humanities:

The university was a Christian invention that evolved from cathedral schools
established to train monks and priests. The first two universities appeared in
Paris (where both Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas taught) and
Bologna, in the middle of the twelfth century. Oxford and Cambridge were
founded around 1200, and then came a flood of new institutions during the



remainder of the thirteenth century. . . . The university was something new
under the sun—an institution devoted exclusively to “higher learning.” It was
not a monastery or place for meditation. . . . The medieval universities were
unlike Chinese academies for training Mandarins or a Zen master’s school.
They were not primarily concerned with imparting the received wisdom.
Rather, just as is the case today, faculty gained fame and invitations to join
faculties elsewhere by innovation. (Stark, FGG, 62—63)

3. Art, Literature, and Music

The Bible has been a fundamental source for nearly every genre of art and
literature, and has provided inspiration for innumerable visionaries who have
elevated the artistic endeavor to its highest form. Pudaite provides some
examples of areas in which the Bible has left its mark on the arts:

Since the beginning of the Christian era, the Bible has inspired great works
of art. The frescoes of the Roman catacombs reveal Biblical concepts of faith
and hope. When Christianity became a legal religion in the Roman Empire,
Christian art blossomed in the churches and on monuments. Through the
19th century, the greatest sculptures and paintings were based on characters
or incidents in the Bible. The greatest artists—Raphael, Leondardo da Vinci,
Michelangelo, Rembrandt, and others—are most remembered and
appreciated for their biblical masterpieces. (Pudaite and Hefley, GBEW, 123)

T. R. Henn, former president of St. Catharine’s College, Cambridge,
distinguishes the Bible from all other great works of antiquity and shows the
Bible’s formational impact on the literature of the western world:

As “literature” it [the Bible] is, in many ways, remote from our present
consciousness. There is no single work of comparable quality and intention
(still less of current availability) with which we may compare it. We may
read the Koran, or the Granth Sahib, the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, the
Egyptian Book of the Dead, the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Babylonian Epic of
Creation, the Law Code of Hammurabi; and these, together with various
anthologies, provide some material for comparisons, throw some oblique and
broken light; but little more. In its range, its unity, its diversity, its two major
symphonic movements of promise and fulfilment, in its avoidance (in
general) of arid and now pointless narrative or gnomic reflections that are of



little relevance to the West, the Bible is unique. . . . How far, then, can the
Bible be considered as literature, in any coherent sense? It is clear that it has
been burned deeply into the fabric of the life and literature of the English-
speaking peoples. . . . Its proverbs and its parables, its episodes sacred or
profane, have been expounded in drama and poetry from the earliest written
English. It has supplied the themes or framework for epic, satire, tragedy,
comedy, farce, ballet; above all, its dramatic and choric potential make it
specially suitable for oratorio. It has furnished allusions or depth-images to
an incalculably great mass of writing. Its rhythms have been engrafted
historically into much of our prose. (Henn, BAL, 21, 9-10)

Chase further emphasizes how the Bible has impacted some of history’s
greatest minds:

The language of the Bible, now simple and direct in its homely vigour, now
sonorous and stately in its richness, has placed its indelible stamp upon our
best writers from Bacon to Lincoln and even to the present day. Without it
there would be no Paradise Lost, no Samson Agonistes, no Pilgrim’s
Progress; no William Blake, or Whittier, or T. S. Eliot as we know them; no
Emerson or Thoreau, no negro Spirituals, no Address at Gettysburg. Without
it the words of Burke and Washington, Patrick Henry and Winston Churchill
would miss alike their eloquence and their meaning. Without a knowledge of
it the best of our literature remains obscure, and many of the characteristic
features and qualities of our spoken language are threatened with extinction.
(Chase, BCR, 9)

Pudaite illustrates how the Bible has affected some of the greatest musical
COMPOSETS:

The creators of the greatest oratorios, anthems, symphonies, hymns, and
other classics were inspired by the Bible. Bach’s “Jesus Joy of Man’s
Desiring,” Mendelssohn’s “Elijah,” Handel’s “Messiah,” Brahms’s
“Requiem,” Beethoven’s “Mount of Olives,” and Haydn’s “Creation” are
some of the best known works inspired by the Bible. After hearing his
magnificent work, Haydn said, “Not I, but a power from above created that.”
Bach often wrote I.N.J. for the Latin words meaning “In the Name of Jesus”
on his manuscripts. (Pudaite and Hefley, GBEW, 123)



Influential theologian, philosopher, and author Francis Schaeffer provides
even greater insight into how the Bible influenced the work of a genius like
Bach:

His music was a direct result of the Reformation culture and the biblical
Christianity of the time, which was so much a part of Bach himself. There
would have been no Bach had there been no Luther. . . . It was appropriate
that the last thing Bach the Christian wrote was “Before Thy Throne I Now
Appear.” Bach consciously related both the form and the words of his music
to biblical truth. . . . This rested on the fact that the Bible gives unity to the
universal and the particulars, and therefore the particulars have meaning.
Expressed musically, there can be endless variety and diversity without
chaos. There is variety yet resolution. (Schaeffer, HSWTL, 92)

4. Societal Norms and Values

The Bible has shaped social morality more than any other book. One glaring
example where a biblically informed Christianity drastically changed a
commonly held societal norm that has existed in nearly every culture throughout
history is that of slavery. Stark illustrates how Christian theology, grounded in
biblical principles, led fervent believers to the conclusion that slavery was
morally reprehensible and therefore required organized action:

Of all the world’s religions, including the three great monotheisms, only in
Christianity did the idea develop that slavery was sinful and must be
abolished. Although it has been fashionable to deny it, antislavery doctrines
began to appear in Christian theology soon after the decline of Rome and
were accompanied by the eventual disappearance of slavery in all but the
fringes of Christian Europe. When Europeans subsequently instituted slavery
in the New World, they did so over strenuous papal opposition, a fact that
was conveniently “lost” from history until recently. Finally, the abolition of
New World slavery was initiated and achieved by Christian activists. (Stark,
FGG, 291)

There are many more examples of when, where, and how the Bible has
positively impacted the course of human events and thinking, but these few seem
sufficient to establish the unique presence that the Bible commands in our world
today.



IV. Concluding Remarks

At the time of this writing, a new museum is being constructed at a cost of
nearly one billion dollars in the heart of Washington, D.C. dedicated to making
accessible to the public the text, history, and legacy of the Bible. This museum
will house more than forty thousand artifacts that relate to both the history told
in the Bible and the history of the Bible itself. While neither this chapter nor this
430,000-square-foot museum in any way proves the claims of the Bible or
certain doctrines concerning the Bible (e.g., inspiration and inerrancy), they
certainly underscore the conclusion that the Bible is a central piece of
humanity’s shared history and that it is worthy of continued investigation,
critical engagement, and appreciation. Indeed, anyone sincerely seeking truth
would consider the ongoing impact of a book that, although it reached
completion nearly 2,000 years ago, continues to have a range of appeal and
influence that is unique.
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I. How Was the Bible Written?

As we learned in the last chapter, the Bible is unique. So how did it come into
existence? Who wrote it? Who decided what writings would be included? Many
have been curious about the background of the Bible, its divisions, and the
material used for its production. This section will familiarize you with its
construction and give you a greater appreciation for how it was compiled. In the
next chapter, we will examine the evidence to determine whether the New
Testament is reliable and true.

A. Materials Used



1. Writing Surfaces
a. Papyrus

The difficulty with discovering an ancient manuscript (a handwritten copy of
the Scriptures) is primarily due to the perishable materials used for writing. “All
. . . autographs [originals],” writes noted biblical scholar F. F. Bruce, “have been
long since lost. It could not be otherwise, if they were written on papyrus, since .
. . it is only in exceptional conditions that papyrus survives for any length of
time.” (Bruce, BP, 166) “Papyrus was the common writing material especially
until the third century, for classical literature until the sixth or seventh century,
and even later for some documents.” (Greenlee, INTTC, 10)

The most common writing material available in biblical times was papyrus.
The papyrus plant grew in the shallow lakes and rivers of Egypt and Syria.
(WBE, s.v. “papyrus”) Large shipments of papyrus were distributed through the
Syrian port of Byblos. Scholars surmise that the Greek word for book (biblos)
comes from the name of this port. The English word paper comes from the
Greek word for papyrus (papyros). (Ewart, FATMT, 19-20)

The Cambridge History of the Bible gives an account of how papyrus was
prepared for writing:

The reeds were stripped and cut lengthwise into thin narrow slices before
being beaten and pressed together into two layers set at right angles to each
other. When dried the whitish surface was polished smooth with a stone or
other implement. Pliny refers to several qualities of papyri, and varying
thicknesses and surfaces are found before the New Kingdom period when
sheets were often very thin and translucent. (Ackroyd and Evans, CHB, 30)

The oldest papyrus fragment known dates back to 2400 BC. (Greenlee,
INTTC, 9) The earliest manuscripts were written on papyrus, and it was difficult
for any to survive except in dry areas such as the sands of Egypt or in caves such
as the Qumran caves where the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered.

b. Parchment

Parchment is “writing material made from the skins of sheep, goats, or
calves. Such materials are very durable. Parchment scrolls have survived from
about 1500 BC.” (WBE, s.v. “parchment”) These skins were “shaved and
scraped” in order to produce a more durable writing material. Bruce tells us that



“the word ‘parchment’ comes from the name of the city of Pergamum in Asia
Minor, for the production of this writing material was at one time specially
associated with that place.” (Bruce, BP, 3—4)

c. Vellum

Vellum was “a form of fine, high-quality parchment . . . made from the skins
of calves, kids, or lambs.” (WBE, s.v. “parchment”) Vellum was often dyed
purple. Parchment is an enduring material, even including the dye, so that some
of the vellum manuscripts we have today retain that ancient purple. The writing
on dyed vellum was usually done with gold or silver.

d. Other Materials

Ostraca: This unglazed pottery was popular with the common people. The
technical name is “potsherd.” Ostraca has been found in abundance in Egypt and
Palestine (Job 2:8).

Stones: Archaeologists have found common stones inscribed with an iron
pen.

Clay Tablets: Engraved with a sharp instrument and then dried to create a
permanent record (Jer. 17:13; Ezek. 4:1), these tablets provided the cheapest and
one of the most durable kinds of writing material.

Wax Tablets: A metal stylus was used on a piece of flat wood covered with
wax.

2. Writing Instruments

Chisel: An iron instrument used to engrave stones.

Metal Stylus: “A three-sided instrument with a beveled head for writing . . .
was especially used to make incursions into clay and wax tablets.” (Geisler and
Nix, BFGU, 169)

When you come, bring . . . the books, especially the parchments.

Paul, 2 Timothy 4:13 NasB

Pen: A pointed reed “was fashioned from rushes (Juncus maritimis) about 6—
16 inches long, the end being cut to a flat chisel-shape to enable thick or thin
strokes to be made with the broad or narrow sides. The reed-pen was in use from



the early first millennium in Mesopotamia, from where it may well have been
adopted, while the idea of a quill pen seems to have come from the Greeks in the
third century BC” (Ackroyd and Evans, CHB, 31; see also Jer. 8:8). The pen was
used on vellum, parchment, and papyrus.

Ink: The ink in the ancient world was usually a compound of “charcoal, gum
and water.” (Bruce, BP, 5) Even better ink came from the gallnut, a nodule or
blister that grows on some trees, such as oaks, when a wasp stings the tree to lay
its larvae on the tree’s leaves or twigs. The tree in response encases the larvae
until it forms the gallnut. Some of our best dyes and inks are derived from the
gallnut. (For more information about ink from gallnuts, please see the quotation
from Professor Wurthwein in chapter 4, section I1.B.1.)

B. Forms of Ancient Books
1. Scroll

Rolls or scrolls were made by gluing sheets of papyrus together or sewing
sheets of parchment together with sinews from the muscles of a calf’s leg and
then winding the resulting long strips around a stick. Some rolls reached 144 feet
long. The average scroll, however, was only about twenty to thirty-five feet. The
larger the scroll, the more difficult it was to handle. It is no wonder that
Callimachus, a professional cataloguer of books from ancient Alexandria’s
library, said “a big book is a big nuisance.” (Metzger and Ehrman, TNT, 12)
Though writing was usually limited to one side of a scroll, a two-sided scroll is
called an “opisthograph” (Greenlee, INTTC, 10; see also Rev. 5:1).

2. Codex or Book Form

In order to make the papyrus sheets or parchments less bulky, and also to
making it easier to locate and read a specific text, the sheets were assembled in
leaf form and written on both sides. “The technology of the codex . . . made
copying itself more efficient because pages stayed open. It is possible also that
this technology hastened the formation of the canon.” (Kaminsky et al., AIB, 12)

J. K. Elliot writes:

It is likely that the codex form in which the Christian scriptures circulated
helped to promote the establishment of the definite, fixed canon of the 27
books we know.

When each book circulated as a separate entity, obviously there was no



limit to the number of texts that could be received. When certain, approved,
texts were gathered into small collections this had the effect of ostracizing
and isolating texts which were not deemed suitable for inclusion. (Elliot,
MCC, 106)

C. Types of Writing
1. Book-Hand Writing

According to New Testament scholar Bruce Metzger, “Literary works . . .
were written in a more formal style of book-hand, which was characterized by
more deliberate and carefully executed letters, each one separate from the others,
somewhat like our capital letters (not uncials, a word that has precise meaning in
Latin writing but only a derived and imprecise one in Greek).” (Metzger and
Ehrman, TNT, 17) New Testament manuscripts written in this fashion, however,
are called uncials. (Kaminsky et al., AIB, 12)

Apologists Norman Geisler and William Nix note that the “most important
manuscripts of the New Testament are generally considered to be the great
uncial codices that date from the fourth and following centuries.” (Geisler and
Nix, GIB, 391)

Probably the two oldest and most significant uncial manuscripts are Codex
Vaticanus (about AD 325-350) and Codex Sinaiticus (about AD 340). Several
scholars have suggested that these manuscripts may have been made by
Eusebius when Constantine commissioned him to produce fifty copies of the
Scriptures. (Metzger and Ehrman, TNT, 15)

2. Minuscule Writing

Minuscule writing was a cursive “script of smaller letters in a running hand .
.. created for the production of books” around the beginning of the ninth century
AD. (Metzger and Ehrman, TNT, 18)

3. Spaces and Vowels

The Greek manuscripts were written without any breaks between words,
while the Hebrew text (also written without breaks between words) was written
without vowels until sometime between the sixth and tenth centuries AD when
the Masoretes added them. (Ehrman, The Bible, 382—383)

Both practices seem odd and confusing to most modern readers. But to the
ancients, for whom Greek or Hebrew was their native tongue, these practices



were normal and clearly understood. The Jews did not need to see the vowels
written out. As they learned their language they became familiar with how to
pronounce and interpret it.

Likewise, Greek-speaking peoples had no trouble reading their language
without breaks between words. As Metzger explains: “In that language it is the
rule, with very few exceptions, that native words can end only in a vowel (or a
diphthong) or in one of three consonants, v, p and ¢. Furthermore, it should not
be supposed that scriptio continua presented exceptional difficulties in reading,
for apparently it was customary in antiquity to read aloud, even when one was
alone. Thus despite the absence of spaces between words, by pronouncing to
oneself what was read, syllable by syllable, one soon became used to reading
scriptio continua.” (Metzger and Ehrman, TNT, 22-23)

D. Divisions
1. Books

See material below on “The Canon.”

2. Chapters
a. Old Testament

The first divisions were made prior to the Babylonian captivity, which began
in 586 BC. The Pentateuch was divided into 154 groupings, called sedarim,
which “were designed to provide lessons sufficient to cover a three-year cycle of
reading.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 339)

During the Babylonian captivity but prior to 536 BC, the Pentateuch was
“divided into fifty-four sections called parashiyyoth. . . . These were later
subdivided into 669 sections for reference purposes. These sections were
utilized for a single-year [reading] cycle.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 339)

Around 165 BC, the Old Testament books of the Prophets were similarly
sectioned for reference and ease of reading. (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 339)

Finally, “during the Reformation era the Hebrew Old Testament began to
follow the Protestant chapter divisions for the most part. Some chapter divisions,
however, had been placed in the margins as early as 1330.” (Geisler and Nix,
BFGU, 174)



b. New Testament

The Greeks first made paragraph divisions before the Council of Nicea (AD
325), perhaps as early as AD 250.

The oldest system of chapter division originated about AD 350 and appears
in the margins of Codex Vaticanus. However, these sections are much smaller
than our modern chapter divisions. For example, in our Bible the gospel of
Matthew has twenty-eight chapters, but in Codex Vaticanus, Matthew is divided
into 170 sections.

Geisler and Nix write that

it was not until the thirteenth century that those sections were changed, and
then only gradually. Stephen Langton, a professor at the University of Paris
and afterward Archbishop of Canterbury, divided the Bible into the modern
chapter divisions (c. 1227). That was prior to the introduction of movable
type in printing. Since the Wycliffe Bible (1382) followed that pattern, those
basic divisions have been the virtual base upon which the Bible has been
printed to this very day. (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 340-341)

3. Verses
a. Old Testament

In the Old Testament, the first verse indicators “were merely spaces between
words, as the words were run together continuously through a given book. . . .
After the Babylonian captivity, for the purpose of public reading and
interpretation, space stops were employed, and still later additional markings
were added. These ‘verse’ markings were not regulated, and differed from place
to place. It was not until about AD 900 that the markings were standardized.”
(Geisler and Nix, GIB, 339)

b. New Testament

Verse markings similar to what we have in our modern Bibles did not appear
in the New Testament until the middle of the sixteenth century. They actually
followed the development of chapters, “apparently in an effort to further
facilitate cross-references and make public reading easier. The markings first
occur in the fourth edition of the Greek New Testament published by Robert
Stephanus, a Parisian printer, in 1551. These verses were introduced into the
English New Testament by William Whittingham of Oxford in 1557. In 1555



Stephanus introduced his verse divisions into a Latin Vulgate edition, from
which they have continued to the present day.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 341)

I1. Who Decided What to Include in the
Bible?

How was it decided which books would become part of the Bible? This question
relates to canonicity. A discerning person would want to know why some books
were included in the canon while others were excluded.

A. Meaning of the Word Canon

The word canon comes from the root word reed (English word cane, Hebrew
form ganeh, and Greek form kanon). The reed was used as a measuring rod and
came to mean “standard.” (Ehrman, The Bible, 375)

The third-century church father Origen used the word “canon to denote what
we call the ‘rule of faith,” the standard by which we are to measure and evaluate
everything that may be offered to us as an article of belief.” (Bruce, BP, 86)
Later the term meant a “list” or “index.” (Bruce, BP, 86) As applied to Scripture,
canon means “an officially accepted list of books.” (Earle, HWGOB, 33)

The church did not create the canon; it did not determine which books would
be called Scripture, the inspired Word of God. Instead, the church recognized, or
discovered, which books had been inspired from their inception. Stated another
way, “a book is not the Word of God because it is accepted by the people of
God. Rather, it was accepted by the people of God because it is the Word of
God. That is, God gives the book its divine authority, not the people of God.
They merely recognize the divine authority which God gives to it.” (Geisler and
Nix, GIB, 210)

A book is not the Word of God because it is accepted by the people of
God. Rather, it was accepted by the people of God because it is the
Word of God. That is, God gives the book its divine authority, not the
people of God. They merely recognize the divine authority which God
gives to it.

Geisler and Nix



New Testament scholar Lee Martin McDonald states, “While the definition
of a biblical canon has more to do with the end of a process, that is, with a fixed
list of sacred Scriptures, the authority attributed to those writings was recognized
much earlier.” (McDonald, BC, 18)

B. Why Have a Canon?
1. Old Testament

The Old Testament canon is the treaty document that God made with Israel.
The covenant is the “single most important theological structure in the Old
Testament.” (Walton, Covenant, 10) The idea of an Old Testament canon “has
its roots in the covenant God made with Israel-the canon is a treaty document.”
(Kruger, QC, 61) New Testament scholar and expert in early Christianity
Michael Kruger notes that “scholars have long observed that the concept of a
treaty-covenant was not unique to the Old Testament, but was prevalent in the
ancient Near Eastern world out of which this corpus of books was born. . . . In
addition . . . these treaty-covenants . . . included written texts that documented
the terms of the covenant arrangement.” (Kruger, QC, 59—-60)

Scriptures equating the covenant and the written text:

e Exodus 24:7; 31:18; 34:1, 28

* Deuteronomy 4:13; 29:21; 30:10
* 2 Kings 23:2

* 2 Chronicles 34:30

2. New Testament

“Early Christianity and the New Testament emerged within the larger
context of Judaism. To say the obvious, Jesus, Paul, and most or perhaps all of
the writers of the New Testament were Jewish.” (Borg, EW, 7)

Kruger states three beliefs held by Christians of the early church that would
have led to the formation of the New Testament:

* Christians of the early church believed the Old Testament was unfinished.

The fact that Second Temple Jews regarded the Old Testament story as
incomplete and in need of a proper conclusion has significant implications



for the production of a new corpus of biblical books. If some Second Temple
Jews became convinced that the story was completed in the life and ministry
of Jesus of Nazareth—such as the earliest Christians did—then it is not
unreasonable to think that the proper conclusion to the Old Testament might
then be written. (Kruger, QC, 51-52)

The Old Testament writings themselves—from which the earliest
Christians have drawn these promises—indicate that God often brings new
Word-revelation after he acts to redeem his people. (Kruger, QC, 52)

When the Old Testament refers to the future eschatological age of
redemption, it explicitly states that this new era will be accompanied by a
new divine message. (Kruger, QC, 54; see also Deut. 18:18; Is. 11:1, 4; 2:2,
3;61:1, 2)

* Christians of the early church believed God was ushering in a new
covenant. If the Old Testament was seen as the written form of the Mosaic
Covenant, then the Christians of the early church would sense the need for a
written form of the fulfillment of the New Covenant mentioned in Jeremiah
31:31-34. “The covenantal context of early Christianity suggests that the
emergence of a new corpus of scriptural books, after the announcement of a
new covenant, could not be regarded as entirely unexpected.” (Kruger, QC,
62)

* Christians of the early church believed the apostles possessed the authority
of Christ.

If apostles were viewed as the mouthpiece of Christ, and it was believed that
they wrote down that apostolic message in books, then those books would be
received as the very words of Christ himself. Such writings would not have
to wait until second-, third-or fourth-century ecclesiastical decisions to be
viewed as authoritative—instead they would be viewed as authoritative from
almost the very start. For this reason, a written New Testament was not
something the church formally “decided” to have at some later date, but was
instead the natural outworking of the early church’s view of the function of
the apostles. (Kruger, QC, 70)

3. Tests for Inclusion in the Canon

From the writings of biblical and church history we can discern at least five
principles that guided the recognition and collection of the true divinely inspired



books. Geisler and Nix present the principles as follows:

* Was the book written by a prophet of God? “If it was written by a
spokesman for God, then it was the Word of God.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB,
223)

» Was the writer confirmed by acts of God? Frequently miracles separated
the true prophets from the false ones. “Moses was given miraculous powers
to prove his call of God (Ex. 4:1-9). Elijah triumphed over the false
prophets of Baal by a supernatural act (1 Kings 18). Jesus was ‘attested to .
.. by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed
through Him’ (Acts 2:22). ... [A] miracle is an act of God to confirm the
Word of God given through a prophet of God to the people of God. It is the
sign to substantiate his sermon; the miracle to confirm his message.”
(Geisler and Nix, GIB, 226)

* Did the message tell the truth about God? “God cannot contradict Himself
(2 Cor. 1:17, 18), nor can He utter what is false (Heb. 6:18). Hence, no
book with false claims can be the Word of God.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB,
226) For reasons such as these, the church fathers maintained the policy, “If
in doubt, throw it out.” This enhanced the “validity of their discernment of
the canonical books.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 228)

* Does it come with the power of God? “The Fathers believed the Word of
God is ‘living and active’ (Heb. 4:12) and consequently ought to have a
transforming force for edification (2 Tim. 3:17) and evangelization (1 Pet.
1:23). If the message of a book did not effect its stated goal, if it did not
have the power to change a life, then God was apparently not behind its
message.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 228) The presence of God’s transforming
power was a strong indication that a given book had his stamp of approval.

» Was it accepted by the people of God? “Paul said of the Thessalonians, ‘We
also constantly thank God that when you received from us the word of
God’s message, you accepted it not as the word of men, but for what it
really is, the word of God’ (1 Thess. 2:13). For whatever subsequent debate
there may have been about a book’s place in the canon, the people in the
best position to know its prophetic credentials were those who knew the
prophet who wrote it. Hence, despite all later debate about the canonicity of
some books, the definitive evidence is that which attests to its original
acceptance by the contemporary believers.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 229)
When a book was received, collected, read, and used by the people of God



as the Word of God, it was regarded as canonical. This practice is seen in
the Bible itself. One instance is when the apostle Peter acknowledges Paul’s
writings as Scripture on par with Old Testament Scripture (2 Pet. 3:16).

C. The Christian Canon (New Testament)
1. Tests for New Testament Canonicity

The basic factor for recognizing a book’s canonicity for the New Testament
was divine inspiration and the chief test for this was apostolicity. Geisler and
Nix state, “In New Testament terminology the church was ‘built upon the
foundation of the apostles and prophets’ (Eph. 2:20) whom Christ had promised
to guide into ‘all the truth’ (John 16:13) by the Holy Spirit. The church at
Jerusalem was said to have continued in the ‘apostles’ teaching’ (Acts 2:42). The
term apostolic as used for the test of canonicity does not necessarily mean
‘apostolic authorship,” or ‘that which was prepared under the direction of the
apostles’ . . . It seems much better to agree with Louis Gaussen, B. B. Warfield,
Charles Hodge, J. N. D. Kelly, and most Protestants that it is apostolic authority,
or apostolic approval, that was the primary test for canonicity, and not merely
apostolic authorship.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 283)

Edward J. Young notes that the apostolic authority

which speaks forth in the New Testament is never detached from the
authority of the Lord. In the Epistles there is consistent recognition that in the
church there is only one absolute authority, the authority of the Lord himself.
Wherever the apostles speak with authority, they do so as exercising the
Lord’s authority. Thus, for example, where Paul defends his authority as an
apostle, he bases his claim solely and directly upon his commission by the
Lord (Gal. 1 and 2); where he assumes the right to regulate the life of the
church, he claims for his word the Lord’s authority, even when no direct
word of the Lord has been handed down (1 Cor. 14:37; cf. 1 Cor. 7:10).
(Young, AOT, 113-114)

McDonald writes, “The church upheld the apostolic witness in its sacred
literature as a way of grounding its faith in Jesus, represented by the apostles’
teaching, and insuring that the church’s tradition was not severed from its
historical roots and proximity to Jesus, the primary authority of the early
church.” (McDonald, BC, 407) He adds, “If it was believed that an apostle wrote



a particular book, that writing was accepted and treated as Scripture. There is no
doubt that all of the books of the NT were placed in the canon because the
majority believed that they were written by apostles or members of the apostolic
community.” (McDonald, BC, 409)

And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country
gather together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the
writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when
the reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to
the imitation of these good things.

Justin Martyr

Ignatius (AD 50-115) indicated the difference between the importance of his
writings and the writings of the apostles when he wrote in his letter to the
Trallians, “I do not issue orders like an apostle,” and “nor am I such a disciple as
Paul or Peter.” (Ignatius, IET, 192, 194)

Bruce states, “Those whose apostleship was recognized by fellow-Christians
were acknowledged to be Christ’s agents, speaking by his authority.” (Bruce,
CS, 119) Young observes, “The only one who speaks in the New Testament with
an authority that is underived and self-authenticating is the Lord.” (Stonehouse
and Woolley, IW, 113-114)

2. The New Testament Canonical Books
a. Reasons for Their Collection

i) They Were Prophetic

The initial reason for collecting and preserving the inspired books was that
they were prophetic. That is, since they were written by an apostle or prophet
of God, they must be valuable, and if valuable, they should be preserved.
This reasoning is apparent in apostolic times, by the collection and
circulation of Paul’s epistles (cf. 2 Peter 3:15-16; Col. 4:16). (Geisler and
Nix, GIB, 277)

ii) The Needs of the Early Church



The churches needed to know which books should be read, revered, and
applied to their varied and often precarious situations in a generally hostile social
and religious environment. They had many problems to address and they needed
assurance regarding which books would serve as their source of authority.
(Geisler and Nix, GIB, 277-278)

iii) The Rise of Heretics
“When the heretic Marcion published a sharply abridged list of canonical

books (c. 140), . . . the need for a complete canonical list became acute.”
(Geisler and Nix, BFGU, 132)

iv) The Circulation of Spurious Writings

Many churches used apocryphal books in services. “Many churches in the
East (for example, Alexandria, Egypt) were reading certain books of the New
Testament Apocrypha in their public services. . . . Clearly a decision needed to
be made as to exactly what books were to be included in the canon.” (Earle,
HWGOB, 43)

v) Missions

Christianity had spread rapidly to other countries, and there was the need to
translate the Bible into those other languages. . . . As early as the first half of
the second century the Bible was translated into Syriac and Old Latin. But
because the missionaries could not translate a Bible that did not exist,
attention was necessarily drawn to the question of which books really
belonged to the authoritative Christian canon. (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 278)

vi) Persecution

The edict of Diocletian (AD 303) called for the destruction of the sacred
books of the Christians. Who would die for a book that was perhaps religious,
but not sacred? Christians needed to know which books were truly sacred.
(Geisler and Nix, GIB, 278) McDonald writes that the edict of Diocletian caused
“the church to make conscious decisions about what literature it considered
sacred. . . . The Christians tried to salvage as much of their sacred literature as
possible by turning over to them less important texts that were not considered
sacred.” (McDonald, IS, 417)



b. The Canon Recognized

i) Polycarp and His Contemporaries

Polycarp (AD 115), Clement of Alexandria (about AD 200), and other early
church fathers refer to the Old and New Testament books with the phrase “as it
is said in these scriptures.”

ii) Justin Martyr

Justin Martyr (AD 100-165) writes in his First Apology 1.67: “And on the
day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together to one
place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as
long as time permits; then, when the reader has ceased, the president verbally
instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good things.” (Martyr, “Apology,”
186) He adds in his Dialogue with Trypho the formula “It is written” when he
quotes from the Gospels. (Martyr, DT, 29, 151, 157, 166) Both he and Trypho
must have known to what “It is written” referred and that this introduction
designated that the Scripture is inspired.

iii) Irenaeus

Concerning the significance of Irenaeus (AD 180), Bruce writes:

The importance of evidence lies in his [Irenaeus’] link with the apostolic age
and in his ecumenical associations. Brought up in Asia Minor at the feet of
Polycarp, the disciple of John, he became bishop of Lyons in Gaul, AD 180.
His writings attest the canonical recognition of the fourfold Gospel and Acts,
of Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians,
Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus, of 1 Peter and
1 John and of the Revelation. In his treatise, Against Heresies, 111, ii, 8, it is
evident that by AD 180 the idea of the fourfold Gospel had become so
axiomatic throughout Christendom that it could be referred to as an
established fact as obvious and inevitable and natural as the four cardinal
points of the compass (as we call them) or the four winds. (Bruce, BP, 100)

iv) The Muratorian Fragment

Bruce writes about the Muratorian Fragment: “An early list of new
Testament Books, drawn up in the church at Rome towards the end of the second



century, is called the Muratorian fragment. . . . The fragment is mutilated at the
beginning, but seems to have mentioned Matthew and Mark, because it goes on
to mention Luke as the ‘third’ Gospel; then it mentions John.” (Bruce, BP, 100-
101) The fragment also mentions “Acts, the Epistles of Paul, Jude, 1 and 2 John,
of the General Epistles, and two Revelations, those of John and Peter (some did
not want the latter to be read in the church, he says). He recommends the reading
of the Shepherd of Hermas in private, and lists the Wisdom of Solomon. Missing
are 1 and 2 Peter, Hebrews, 3 John, and James.” (Ewert, FATMT, 126)

“Some scholars date the original text of the Muratorian Fragment near or
before the end of the late second century and claim that it was written from the
vicinity of Rome on the basis of internal evidence.” (McDonald, BC, 371) Other
scholars feel that, among other reasons, “since there are no parallels to the
Muratorian Fragment until after Eusebius, the document should probably be
dated some time after the mid-fourth century.” (McDonald, BC, 378)

Kruger comments on the date of the fragment:

However, largely overlooked in this discussion, and many other discussions
like it, is the list of books offered by Origen more than a half century earlier
[than the suggested later date for the fragment] in Hom. Jos. 7.1 (c. 249). At
first glance, Origen appears to offer a complete list of NT books that is
nearly the same as the 27-book canon eventually affirmed by the later
church. If so, then it has the potential to challenge the suggestion that the
fourth century is the first time the Church Fathers were concerned about
limiting the boundaries of the NT canon. (Kruger, OL, 100)

v) Origen

In Homiliae Josuam 7.1 (c. 249) Origen lists Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John, two epistles of Peter, James, Jude, John’s epistles and Revelation, Acts,
and the fourteen epistles of Paul (including Hebrews). (Kruger, OL, 108)
Although some have claimed that Origen’s translator, Rufinus, altered the list to
suit his own purposes, Kruger finds “there is little positive evidence that he has
done so. . . . His translations, as a whole, remained true to Origen’s sense.”
(Kruger, OL, 117) “The fact that Hom. Jos. 7.1 might just be an accurate
reflection of Origen’s NT finds confirmation in Origen’s other (and more
general) statements about the canon.” (Kruger, OL, 111) Kruger finally adds, “If
Origen was willing to make such a list, then we must at least consider the
possibility that others may have done so prior to this time—perhaps even the



author of the Muratorian fragment.” (Kruger, OL, 117)

vi) Athanasius of Alexandria

Athanasius (AD 367) gave a list of New Testament books that is exactly like
our present New Testament. He provided this list in a festal letter to the
churches. As he put it:

Again it is not tedious to speak of the [books] of the New Testament. These
are, the four gospels, according to Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.
Afterwards, the Acts of the Apostles and Epistles (called Catholic), seven,
viz. of James, one; of Peter, two; of John, three; after these, one of Jude. In
addition, there are fourteen Epistles of Paul, written in this order. The first, to
the Romans; then two to the Corinthians; after these, to the Galatians; next,
to the Ephesians; then to the Philippians; then to the Colossians; after these,
two to the Thessalonians, and that to the Hebrews; and again, two to
Timothy; one to Titus; and lastly, that to Philemon. And besides, the
Revelation of John. (Athanasius, Letters, 552)

vii) Jerome and Augustine

Shortly after Athanasius circulated his list, Jerome and Augustine followed
suit, defining the New Testament canon of twenty-seven books. (Bruce, BP,
103)

viii) Church Councils

Bruce states that “when at last a Church Council—The Synod of Hippo in
AD 393—listed the twenty-seven books of the New Testament, it did not confer
upon them any authority which they did not already possess, but simply recorded
their previously established canonicity. (The ruling of the Synod of Hippo was
re-promulgated four years later by the Third Synod of Carthage.)” (Bruce, BP,
103-104)

Since that time there has been no serious questioning of the twenty-seven
accepted books of the New Testament by Roman Catholics, Protestants, or the
Eastern Orthodox Church.

c. The Canon Classified

The canonical New Testament books can be classified as follows:



» The Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, John

* The History: Acts

* The Pauline Epistles: Romans, 1 Corinthians 2 Corinthians, Galatians,
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 Thessalonians, 2 Thessalonians, 1
Timothy, 2 Timothy, Hebrews, Titus, Philemon

*» The General Epistles: James, 1 Peter, 2 Peter, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, Jude

* The Prophecy: Revelation

Early manuscripts organized the books differently as well as having a
different number of books. For example, Codex Sinaiticus’ organization first
listed the Gospels, then Paul’s epistles, including Hebrews, Acts, and the
General Epistles, and finally Revelation. Codex Vaticanus and Codex
Alexandrinus both had the Gospels first and then Acts and the General Epistles
followed by Paul’s epistles. In addition Codex Alexandrinus included Revelation
at the end. (McDonald, BC, 451)

3. The New Testament Extracanonical Literature
a. Pseudepigrapha

Pseudepigrapha “refers to a writing that is produced by a person who is
falsely claiming to be someone famous.” (Ehrman, The Bible, 298) “During the
first few centuries, numerous books of a fanciful and heretical nature arose that
are neither genuine nor valuable as a whole. . . . No orthodox Father, canon, or
council considered these books to be canonical and, so far as the church is
concerned, they are primarily of historical value. These books indicate the
heretical teaching of gnostic, docetic, and ascetic groups.” (Geisler and Nix,
GIB, 301)

Examples of pseudpigraphal books include (see Geisler and Nix, GIB, 302—
307):

* The Gospel of Thomas (early second century)
* The Gospel of the Ebionites (second century)
» The Gospel of Peter (second century)

* The Gospel of the Hebrews (second century)
* The Gospel of the Egyptians (second century)
* The Gospel of Philip (second century)



* The Gospel of Judas (late second century)

b. Other Extracanonical Writings

Some early church writings had theological and historical value higher than
that of the pseudepigrapha but were still not considered canonical. (Geisler and
Nix, GIB, 316) Such publications included, for example, collections of Christian
hymns, sermons, and apologies. (Ewert, FATMT, 118) Also, “guidelines were
necessary for the believing communities to maintain the proper roles and
functions of their leaders.” (McDonald, IS, 424) Although “some of the Fathers
and churches considered several of these books to be canonical,” the testimony
of the church in general disagreed with their view. (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 313)
Other writings contained “much legendary material in them” and some were
“strongly Gnostic in coloring.” (Ewert, FATMT, 118) These were considered
apocryphal.

i) Examples of Catechetical Writings (see Geisler and Nix, GIB,
313):

* Epistle of Pseudo-Barnabas (AD 70-79)

* Epistle to the Corinthians (about AD 96)

* Shepherd of Hermas (about AD 115-140)

* Didache, Teaching of the Twelve (about AD 100-120)
* Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians (about AD 108)
» The Seven Epistles of Ignatius (about AD 100)

ii). Examples of New Testament Apocryphal Books (Geisler and
Nix, GIB, 313-316):

* The “Real” First Corinthians (possibly alluded to in 1 Cor. 5:9; however,
no such piece of literature is now extant)

* Ancient Homily, or the so-called Second Epistle of Clement (about AD 120-
140)

* Apocalypse of Peter (about AD 150)
 The Acts of Paul and Thecla (AD 170)
* Epistle to the Laodiceans (probably fourth century)
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iii) Why They Are Not Canonical

Geisler and Nix sum up the case against the canonical status of these books:

(1) None of them enjoyed any more than a temporary or local recognition.
(2) Most of them never did have anything more than a semi-canonical status,
being appended to various manuscripts or mentioned in tables of contents.
(3) No major canon or church council included them as inspired books of the
New Testament. (4) The limited acceptance enjoyed by most of these books
is attributable to the fact that they attached themselves to references in
canonical books (e.g., Laodiceans to Col. 4:16), because of their alleged
apostolic authorship (e.g., Acts of Paul). Once these issues were clarified,
there remained little doubt that these books were not canonical. (Geisler and
Nix, GIB, 317)

D. The Old Testament Canon
1. The Jamnia Theory

Many scholars have theorized that a council of rabbis that convened at
Jamnia, near Jaffa, in AD 90 finally agreed upon which books would be included
in the Hebrew canon and which ones would not. The problem with this theory is
that the Jamnia gathering reached neither of these conclusions. The rabbis did
not fix (settle upon a final list for) the canon, but rather “raised questions about
the presence of certain books in the canon. Books that the council refused to
admit to the canon had not been there in the first place. The primary concern of
the council was the right of certain books to remain in the canon, not the
acceptance of new books.” (Ewert, FATMT, 71) The rabbis discussed questions
surrounding Esther, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, and Ezekiel. “It
should be underscored, however, that while questions about these books were
raised, there was no thought of removing them from the canon. The discussions
at Jamnia dealt not so much ‘with acceptance of certain writings into the Canon,
but rather with their right to remain there.” ” (Ewert, FATMT, 72)

H. H. Rowley writes about the Council of Jamnia: “We know of discussions
that took place there amongst the Rabbis, but we know of no formal or binding
decisions that were made, and it is probable that the discussions were informal,
though none the less helping to crystallize and to fix more firmly the Jewish



tradition.” (Rowley, GOT, 170)
Prominent New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman states,

Most scholars agree that by the time of the destruction of the second Temple
in 70 C.E. most Jews accepted the final three-part canon of the Torah,
Nevi’im, and Kethuvim. . . . This was a twenty-four-book canon that came to
be attested widely in Jewish writings of the time; eventually the canon was
reconceptualized and renumbered so that it became the thirty-nine books of
the Christian Old Testament. But they are the same books, all part of the
canon of Scripture. (Ehrman, The Bible, 377)

Bible scholar David Ewert explains that

no human authority and no council of rabbis ever made an [Old Testament]
book authoritative. These books were inspired by God and had the stamp of
authority on them from the beginning. Through long usage in the Jewish
community their authority was recognized, and in due time they were added
to the collection of canonical books. (Ewert, FATMT, 72)

2. The Recognized Canon

The evidence clearly supports the theory that the Hebrew canon was
established well before the late first century AD, more than likely as early as the
fourth century BC and certainly no later than 150 BC. A major reason for this
conclusion comes from the Jews themselves, who from the fourth century BC
onward were convinced that “the voice of God had ceased to speak directly.”
(Ewert, FATMT, 69) In other words, the prophetic voices had been stilled. No
word from God meant no new Word of God. Without prophets, there can be no
scriptural revelation.

Concerning the Intertestamental Period (approximately four hundred years
between the close of the Old Testament and the events of the New Testament)
Ewert observes,

In 1 Maccabees 14:41 we read of Simon who is made leader and priest “until
a trustworthy prophet should rise,” and earlier he speaks of the sorrow in
Israel such “as there has not been since the prophets ceased to appear to
them.” “The prophets have fallen asleep,” complains the writer of 2 Baruch
(85:3). Books that were written after the prophetic period had closed were



thought of as lying outside the realm of Holy Scripture. (Ewert, FATMT, 70)

The last books written and recognized as canonical were Malachi (written
around 450 to 430 BC) and Chronicles (written no later than 400 BC).
(Walvoord and Zuck, BKC, 1573; 589) These books appear with the rest of the
Hebrew canonical books in the Greek translation of the Hebrew canon called the
Septuagint (LXX), which was composed around 250 to 150 BC. (Geisler and
Nix, GIB, 24)

Bruce affirms that “The books of the Hebrew Bible are traditionally twenty-
four in number, arranged in three divisions.” (Bruce, CS, 29) The three divisions
are the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings. Here are the main categories of the
Hebrew canon found in modern editions of the Jewish Old Testament.

» The Law (Torah): Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy

* The Prophets (Nebhim): Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings (former prophets),
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, The Twelve (latter prophets)

» The Writings (Kethubhim or Hagiographa [Greek]): Psalms, Proverbs, Job
(poetical books), Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Esther, Ecclesiastes
(Five Rolls [Megilloth]), Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah, Chronicles (historical
books)

Although the Christian church has the same Old Testament canon, the
number of books differs because we divide Samuel, Kings, Chronicles, and
Ezra-Nehemiah into two books each, and we make separate books out of the
Minor Prophets rather than combining them into one, as the Jews do under the
heading “The Twelve.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 22-23) The church has also
altered the order of books by sequencing the books in these categories:
Pentateuch (Torah), History, Wisdom (some of the Writings), and Prophets.

3. Christ’s Witness to the Old Testament Canon

* Luke 24:44: In the Upper Room Jesus told the disciples “that all things
must needs be fulfilled, which are written in the law of Moses, and the
prophets, and the psalms, concerning me” (asv). With these words Jesus
indicated “a threefold categorization of the sacred Scriptures [the Law, the
Prophets, and the Writings], the third part of which is identified by its
longest and presumably most important book, the Psalms.” (Ehrman, The



Bible, 377)

* John 10:31-36; Luke 24:44: Jesus disagreed with the oral traditions of the
Pharisees (Mark 7, Matt. 15), but not with their concept of the Hebrew
canon. (Geisler and Nix, BFGU, 41) “There is no evidence whatever of any
dispute between Him and the Jews as to the canonicity of any Old
Testament book.” (Stonehouse and Woolley, IW, 60)

* Luke 11:51 (also Matt. 23:35): “From the blood of Abel to the blood of
Zechariah.” With these words Jesus confirms his witness to the extent of
the Old Testament canon. Abel was the first martyr recorded in Scripture
(Gen. 4:8) and Zechariah the last martyr to be named in the Hebrew Old
Testament order, having been stoned while prophesying to the people “in
the court of the house of the Lorp.” (2 Chr. 24:21). Genesis was the first
book in the Hebrew canon and Chronicles the last. Jesus, then, was
basically saying, “from Genesis to Chronicles,” or, according to our order,
“from Genesis to Malachi,” thereby confirming the divine authority and
inspiration of the entire Hebrew canon. (Bruce, BP, 88)

New Testament scholar and author Craig A. Evans notes, “Jesus quotes or
alludes to all of the books of the Law, most of the Prophets, and some of the
Writings. Superficially, then, the ‘canon’ of Jesus is pretty much what it was for
most religiously observant Jews of his time.” (Evans, SJ, 185)

4. The Testimonies of Extrabiblical Writers

a. Dead Sea Scrolls

In the Dead Sea Scrolls document 4QMMT, “dated to c. 150 BCE,” the
writer states, “[ . . . we have wri]tten to you so that you would understand the
book of Mos[es and] the book[s of the Pro]phets and Dav[id]” indicating the
threefold division of Law, Prophets, and Writings. (Weissenberg, 4QMMT, 15,
103)

b. Ecclesiasticus

Possibly the earliest reference to a threefold division of the Old Testament is
in the prologue of the book Ecclesiasticus (about 130 BC). In the prologue the
author’s grandson says, “Many great teachings have been given to us through the
Law and the Prophets and the others that followed them. . . . So my grandfather
Jesus, who had devoted himself especially to the reading of the Law and the



Prophets and the other books of our ancestors . . .,” indicating three divisions of
the Hebrew canon. (Trebolle Barrera, OTOT, 129) The grandfather, named Jesus
ben Sirach, had written in Hebrew. The grandson who translated the manuscript
from Hebrew to Greek mentions this three-part division three times in the
prologue, once as he discusses his making the translation. He encourages lovers
of learning to give attention to these writings (especially that they might live
according to the law with understanding and be able to help others understand).
But he acknowledges that translation carries a difficulty, for words of different
languages do vary: “Not only this book, but even the Law itself, the Prophecies,
and the rest of the books differ not a little when read in the original.” (quoted in
Kaminsky et al., AIB, 249) He also “refers to Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, as
well as ‘the bones of the Twelve prophets,’ testifying that these fifteen books
had already come to be viewed as sacred Scripture.” (Kaminsky et al., AIB, 249;
see Sirach 48:20-49:10)

c. Philo

“Around the time of Christ, the Jewish philosopher Philo made a threefold
distinction in the Old Testament speaking of the ‘[1] laws and [2] oracles
delivered through the mouth of prophets, and [3] psalms and anything else which
fosters and perfects knowledge and piety’ (De Vita Contemplativa 3.25).”
(Geisler and Nix, BFGU, 103)

d. Josephus

The Jewish historian Josephus (end of the first century AD) also spoke about
the threefold division. And about the entire Hebrew Scriptures, he wrote:

And how firmly we have given credit to those books of our own nation is
evident by what we do; for during so many ages as have already passed, no
one has been so bold as either to add anything to them or take anything from
them, or to make any change in them; but it becomes natural to all Jews,
immediately and from their very birth, to esteem those books to contain
divine doctrines, and to persist in them, and, if occasion be, willingly to die
for them. For it is no new thing for our captives, many of them in number,
and frequently in time, to be seen to endure racks and deaths of all kinds
upon the theatres, that they may not be obliged to say one word against our
laws, and the records that contain them. (Josephus, WFJ vol. 4, 158—-159)



e. The Talmud

The Talmud is an ancient “collection of rabbinical laws, law decisions and
comments on the laws of Moses” (Tenney et al., ZPEB, 589) that preserves the
oral tradition of the Jewish people. One compilation of the Talmud was made in
Jerusalem circa AD 350-425. Another more expanded compilation of the
Talmud was made in Babylonia circa AD 500. Each compilation of the Talmud
is known by the name of its place of compilation—for example, the Jerusalem
Talmud and the Babylonian Talmud, respectively. The Talmud helps to establish
the Jewish canon by rejecting later writings, including the Christian Gospels.
The Talmud rejects these later writings because they were written after the Holy
Spirit ceased inspiring texts (see below) or because they judge them to be
heretical works.

 Tos. Sotah 13:2: baraita in Bab. Yoma 9b, Bab. Sotah 48b and Bab.
Sanhedrin 11a says, “With the death of Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi the
latter prophets, the Holy Spirit ceased out of Israel.” (R. Beckwith, OTC,
370)

* Seder Olam Rabba 30 states, “Until then [the coming of Alexander the
Great and the end of the empire of the Persians] the prophets prophesied
through the Holy Spirit. From then on, ‘incline thine ear and hear the words
of the wise.” ” (R. Beckwith, OTC, 370)

* Tosefta Yadaim 3:5 says, “The Gospel and the books of the heretics do not
make the hands unclean; the books of Ben Sira and whatever books have
been written since his time are not canonical.” (Pfeiffer, IOT, 63) The
reference to a book making the hands unclean meant that the book was
divinely inspired and therefore holy. (R. Beckwith, OTC, 278-279)
Handlers of the Scriptures were required to wash their hands after touching
their holy pages. “By declaring that the Scriptures made the hands unclean,
the rabbis protected them from careless and irreverent treatment, since it is
obvious that no one would be so apt to handle them heedlessly if he were
every time obliged to wash his hands afterwards.” (R. Beckwith, OTC, 280)
A book that did not do this was not from God. These quotations are
claiming that only the books assembled in the Hebrew canon can lay claim
to being God’s Word.

f. Melito, Bishop of Sardis



Melito drew up the first known list of Old Testament books from within
Christian circles (about AD 170). Eusebius (Ecclesiastical History 1V. 26)
preserves Melito’s comments to Onesimus:

I went to the East [Syria] . . . I accurately ascertained the books of the Old
Testament, and send them to thee here below. The names are as follows: Of
Moses, five books, Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy.
Jesus Nave, Judges, Ruth. Four of Kings. Two of Paralipomena
[Chronicles], Psalms of David, Proverbs of Solomon, which is also called
Wisdom, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Job. Of prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah. Of
the twelve prophets, one book. Daniel, Ezekiel, Esdras [Ezra]. (Eusebius,
EH, 164)

Bruce comments,

It is likely that Melito included Lamentations with Jeremiah, and Nehemiah
with Ezra (though it is curious to find Ezra counted among the prophets). In
that case, his list contains all the books of the Hebrew canon (arranged
according to the Septuagint order), with the exception of Esther. Esther may
not have been included in the list he received from his informants in Syria.
(Bruce, BP, 91)

g. Mishnah

The threefold division of the present Jewish text (with eleven books in the
Writings) is from the Mishnah (Baba Bathra tractate, fifth century AD). (Geisler
and Nix, GIB, 24)

5. The New Testament Witness to the Old Testament as Sacred
Scripture

* Matthew 21:42; 22:29; 26:54, 56

* Luke 24

 John 5:39; 10:35

* Acts 17:2,11; 18:28

* Romans 1:2; 4:3; 9:17; 10:11; 11:2; 15:4; 16:26
* 1 Corinthians 15:3, 4
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* alatlans 3:8; 3:22; 4:3U
* 1 Timothy 5:18

+ 2 Timothy 3:16

2 Peter 1:20, 21; 3:16

“As the Scripture has said” (John 7:38) is all the introduction a text needed
to indicate the general understanding that a saying, story, or book was the very
Word of God from the prophets of God.

6. Hebrew Apocryphal Literature

The term apocrypha comes from the Greek word apokruphos, meaning
“hidden or concealed.” (Unger, NUBD, 85) In the fourth century AD, Jerome
was the first to name this group of literature Apocrypha. (Unger, NUBD, 85) The
Apocrypha consists of the books added to the Old Testament by the Roman
Catholic Church. Protestants reject these additions as noncanonical.

a. Why Not Canonical?

Unger’s Bible Dictionary, while granting that the Old Testament apocryphal
books do have some value, cites four reasons for excluding them from the
Hebrew canon:

1. They abound in historical and geographical inaccuracies and anachronisms.

2. They teach doctrines that are false and foster practices that are at variance
with inspired Scripture.

3. They resort to literary types and display an artificiality of subject matter and
styling out of keeping with inspired Scripture.
4. They lack the distinctive elements that give genuine Scripture its divine

character, such as prophetic power and poetic and religious feeling. (Unger,
NUBD, 85)

b. A Summary of the Apocryphal Books

In his excellent study guide How We Got Our Bible, Ralph Earle provides
brief details of each apocryphal book. Because of its quality, accuracy, and
conciseness, we present his outline here in order to give the reader a firsthand
feel of the valuable yet noncanonical nature of these books:



First Esdras (about 150 BC) tells of the restoration of the Jews to Palestine
after the Babylonian exile. It draws considerably from Chronicles, Ezra, and
Nehemiah. In addition, the author has added much legendary material.

The most interesting item is the Story of the Three Guardsmen. They were
debating what was the strongest thing in the world. One said, “Wine”;
another, “the King”; the third, “Woman and Truth.” [The third, Zerubbabel,
wrote, “Women are the strongest, but above all things the truth conquers.” (1
Ezras/ Esdras 3:12)] They put these three answers under the king’s pillow.
When he awoke he required the three men to defend their answers. The
unanimous decision was: “Truth is greatly and supremely strong.” Because
Zerubbabel had given this answer he was allowed, as a reward, to rebuild the
Temple at Jerusalem.

Second Esdras (AD 100-200) is a collection of three apocalyptic works
containing seven visions. . . . Martin Luther was so confused by these visions
that he is said to have thrown the book into the Elbe River.

Tobit (early second century BC) is a short novel. Strongly Pharisaic in
tone, it emphasizes the Law, clean foods, ceremonial washings, charity,
fasting, and prayer. It is clearly unscriptural in its statement that almsgiving
atones for sin.

Judith (late second century BC) is also fictitious and Pharisaic. The
heroine of this novel is Judith, a beautiful Jewish widow. When her city was
besieged she took her maid, together with Jewish clean food, and went out to
the tent of the attacking general. He was enamored of her beauty and gave
her a place in his tent. Fortunately, he had imbibed too freely and sank into a
drunken stupor. Judith took his sword and cut off his head. Then she and her
maid left the camp, taking his head in their provision bag. It was hung on the
wall of a nearby city and the leaderless Assyrian army was defeated.

Additions to Esther (about 100 BC). . . . Esther stands alone among the
books of the Old Testament in having no mention of God. We are told that
Esther and Mordecai fasted. No mention of prayer, however, is made. To
compensate for this lack, the Additions have long prayers attributed to these
two. Several letters supposedly written by Artaxerxes are also included.

The Wisdom of Solomon (about AD 40) was written to keep the Jews from
falling into skepticism, materialism, and idolatry. As in Proverbs, Wisdom is
personified. There are many noble sentiments expressed in this book.

Ecclesiasticus, or Wisdom of Sirach (about 180 BC), shows a high level of
religious wisdom, somewhat like the canonical Book of Proverbs. It also



contains much practical advice. For instance, on the subject of after-dinner
speeches it says, “Speak concisely; say much in few words; act like a man
who knows more than he says” (32:8).

In his sermons, John Wesley quotes several times from the Book of
Ecclesiasticus. It is still widely used in Anglican circles.

Baruch (about 150 BC or AD 100) was reportedly written by Baruch, the
scribe of Jeremiah, in 582 BC. . . . It apparently attempts to interpret the
destruction of Jerusalem in either 587/586 BC or AD 70. The book urges the
Jews not to revolt again and to submit to the emperor. The sixth chapter of
Baruch contains the so-called “Letter of Jeremiah,” with its strong warning
against idolatry.

Our Book of Daniel contains twelve chapters. In the first century before
Christ a thirteenth chapter was added, containing the story of Susanna. She
was the beautiful wife of a leading Jew in Babylon falsely accused of
infidelity. Because of Daniel’s wisdom she was rescued. He asked each of
her accusers separately under which tree in the garden they found Susanna
with a lover. When they gave different answers, they were put to death, and
Susanna was saved.

Bel and the Dragon was added at about the same time and was called
chapter 14 of Daniel. Its main purpose was to show the folly of idolatry. It
really contains two stories. In the first, King Cyrus asked Daniel why he did
not worship Bel, since that deity showed his greatness by daily consuming
much flour and oil and many sheep. Daniel scattered ashes on the floor of the
Temple where food had been placed that evening. In the morning Daniel
showed the king the footprints of the priests and their families who had
entered secretly under the table and consumed the food. The priests were
slain and the temple destroyed. The story of the dragon is just as obviously
legendary in character. Along with Tobit, Judith, and Susanna, these stories
may be classified as Jewish fiction. They have little if any religious value.

The Song of the Three Hebrew Children follows Daniel 3:23 in the
Septuagint and in the Vulgate. It describes what happened to Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abednego inside the fiery furnace. Borrowing heavily from
Psalm 148, it is antiphonal, like Psalm 136. The refrain “Sing praise to him
and greatly exalt him forever” appears thirty-two times.

The Prayer of Manasseh was composed in Maccabean times (second
century BC) or later as the supposed prayer of Manasseh, the wicked king of
Judah. It was obviously suggested by the statement in 2 Chronicles 33:19:



“His prayer and how God was moved by his entreaty . . . all these are written
in the records of the seers” (Ni1v). This prayer is not found otherwise in the
Bible and is likely legendary.

First Maccabees (first century BC) is perhaps the most valuable book in
the Apocrypha. It describes the exploits of the three Maccabean brothers—
Judas, Jonathan, and Simon—during the Jewish revolt against the Seleucid
Empire in 167-164 BC. Along with Josephus, it is our most important source
for this crucial, exciting period in Jewish history.

Second Maccabees (same time) is not a sequel to 1 Maccabees. It is a
parallel account, treating only the victories of Judas Maccabeus. It is
generally thought to be more legendary than 1 Maccabees. (Earle, HWGOB,
39-42)

c. Historical Testimony of Their Exclusion

Geisler and Nix give ten testimonies of antiquity that argue against
recognition of the Apocrypha:

1. Philo, Alexandrian Jewish philosopher (20 BC—AD 40), quoted the Old
Testament prolifically, and even recognized the threefold classification,
but he never quoted from the Apocrypha as inspired.

2. Josephus (AD 30-100), Jewish historian, explicitly excludes the
Apocrypha, numbering the books of the Old Testament as twenty-two.
Neither does he quote the apocryphal books as Scripture.

3. Jesus and the New Testament writers never once quote the Apocrypha
although there are hundreds of quotes and references to almost all of the
canonical books of the Old Testament.

4. The Jewish scholars of Jamnia (AD 90) did not recognize the Apocrypha.

5. No canon or council of the Christian church recognized the Apocrypha as
inspired for nearly four centuries.

6. Many of the great Fathers of the early church spoke out against the
Apocrypha, for example, Origen, Cyril of Jerusalem, and Athanasius.

7. Jerome (AD 340-420), the great scholar and translator of the Latin
Vulgate, rejected the Apocrypha as part of the canon. Jerome said that the
church reads them “for example of life and instruction of manners,” but
does not “apply them to establish any doctrine.” He disputed with
Augustine across the Mediterranean on this point. At first Jerome refused
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even (o transliate the apocryphal booKS 1nto Latin, but later he made a
hurried translation of a few of them. After his death and “over his dead
body” the apocryphal books were brought into his Latin Vulgate directly
from the Old Latin Version.

8. Many Roman Catholic scholars through the Reformation period rejected
the Apocrypha.

9. Luther and the Reformers rejected the canonicity of the Apocrypha.

10. Not until AD 1546, in a polemical action at the counter-Reformation
Council of Trent (1545-63), did the apocryphal books receive full
canonical status from the Roman Catholic Church. (Geisler and nix, GIB,
272-273)

II1. Conclusion

After examining different issues regarding the reliability of the Bible, we agree
with New Testament scholar Craig L. Blomberg’s conclusion:

Ironically, what has become best known in our culture over the past
generation, both inside and outside of Christian circles, is the flurry of
skepticism that certain narrow segments of scholarship and
pseudoscholarship have unleashed. This is ironic because in each instance
the less-quoted majority of scholars have increasingly come to recognize that
the evidence is actually stronger for the trustworthiness of Scripture in each
of these areas, as long as that trustworthiness is appropriately defined by the
standards of antiquity [emphasis in original]. (Blomberg, CWSBB, 213)



CHAPTER 3

IS THE NEW TESTAMENT HISTORICALLY
RELIABLE?

OVERVIEW

I. Introduction: Tests for the Reliability of Historical Documents,
Including the New Testament

I1. Dating the Four Gospels and Acts

Matthew
Mark
Luke
Acts
John
Conclusion Regarding the Dating of the Gospels and Acts

II1. The Bibliographical Test for the Reliability of the New Testament
The Number of Manuscripts and Their Closeness to the Original
Counting and Dating the Early New Testament Manuscripts
The New and Old Testament Manuscript Attestations
Visualizing the Number of Biblical Manuscripts

Comparison with Surviving Manuscript Copies of Selected Classical
Literature

Important New Testament Manuscripts
Patristic Quotations from the New Testament
Apocryphal Gospels

Did the Biblical Text Become Corrupted During Transmission over
Centuries?



Results of the Bibliographical Test
IV. Internal Evidence Test for the Reliability of the New Testament
Benefit of the Doubt
Is the Document Free from Known Contradictions?
Principles of Interpreting Ancient Literature

The New Testament Writers Were Eyewitnesses to Events They
Describe

Undesigned Coincidences

Summary of the Internal Evidence Test
V. External Evidence Test for the Reliability of the New Testament

Supporting Evidence from Early Christian Writers Who Quote or
Paraphrase the Bible

Eight Different Tests for the Accuracy of the New Testament Accounts
Early Non-Christian Confirmation of New Testament History
Archaeology Helps Confirm the Historicity of the Bible

VI. Conclusion

I. Tests for the Reliability of Historical
Documents Including the New Testament

In this chapter we are presenting evidence for the historical reliability of the
Scripture, not its inspiration. The historical reliability of the Bible should be
tested by the same criteria by which all historical documents are tested. Because
the Christian faith is inextricably connected to specific events of real history,
many people who are curious to evaluate what Christianity is all about find that
the historical reliability of its documents makes an appropriate starting point for
them in their search for truth. Donald Hagner, professor emeritus of New
Testament at Fuller Theological Seminary, explains the connection between the
Christian faith and real historical events with great clarity:



True Christianity, the Christianity of the New Testament documents, is
absolutely dependent on history [including its manuscript attestation]. At the
heart of the New Testament faith is the assertion that “God was in Christ
reconciling the world to Himself” (2 Cor. 5:19). The incarnation, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ as a real event in time and space, i.e., as
historical realities, are the indispensable foundations of the Christian faith.
To my mind, then, Christianity is best defined as the recitation of, the
celebration of, and the participation in God’s acts in history, which as the
New Testament writing emphasize have found their culmination in Jesus
Christ. (Hagner, NTHHCM, 73-74)

There are specific tests that scholars, researchers, and archaeologists use to
determine the authenticity of a historical document. These are the
bibliographical test, the internal evidence test, and the external evidence test.
Scholar Chauncey Sanders lists and explains these three basic principles of
historiography in his Introduction to Research in English Literary History.
(Sanders, IRELH, 143ff)

In this chapter we will examine the New Testament portion of the Bible to
see how well it does with each test in order to determine its reliability as an
accurate source for the historical events it reports.

Because the original autographs of the New Testament books have not been
found, most of this chapter will examine the historicity of the early manuscript
(handwritten) copies that were made from them, concentrating upon the
bibliographic test.

However, to begin we will survey what is known about how those first,
original writings fit into history—the likely dates at which they were written and
the correspondence of their references to historical events, persons, and cultural
details that historians trust as verified by external sources.

I1. Dating the Four Gospels and Acts

When scholars assign dates to manuscripts, we find that those dates sometimes
vary not just by a few years or even decades but even by centuries. Why is this?
One major reason is the worldview and consequent presuppositions that scholars
and researchers bring to their study of the writers’ references to history, along
with the content and language patterns of the text. To estimate the dates the



manuscripts were created, all these come into play.

Conservative scholars date the writing of the New Testament earlier than do
liberal scholars. We present below two lists that illustrate the differences. Then
for each of the four gospels we provide additional details and sources.

The incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ as a real
event in time and space, i.e., as historical realities, are the
indispensable foundations of the Christian faith. To my mind, then,
Christianity is best defined as the recitation of, the celebration of, and
the participation in God’s acts in history, which . . . have found their
culmination in Jesus Christ.

Donald Hagner

» Conservative Dating;:
» Matthew: Early 60s—80
» Mark: Late 50s—late 60s
* Luke: Early 60s—80s
* John: Mid 60s—100

- Acts: 62-641
* Liberal Dating:
» Matthew: 80-100
* Mark: 70s
* Luke: 70-110
* John: 90-100
* Letters attributed to Paul: 50—early second century

A. Matthew: Early 60s—-80 (Liberal Dating: 80—-100 AD)

The date of Matthew’s writing can be deduced from this report by Irenaeus, a
second-century church father, who said that Matthew composed his gospel
“while Peter and Paul were preaching the Gospel and founding the church in
Rome.” (Against Heresies, 111.1.1) The only time that we know of Peter and Paul
together in the capital of the Roman Empire was the early to mid-60s.

There are some who reject the idea that Matthew wrote during this time. One



reason is that Matthew records Jesus predicting the destruction of the temple in
Jerusalem, which happened in AD 70 (Matt. 24:1, 2). They argue that Matthew
must have been written after the event, because predictive prophecy like this is
not possible. (They do this because they hold an antisupernatural worldview.) If
it can be demonstrated that supernatural events can occur (which is one of this
book’s objectives), then their argument does not hold up.

Another reason for proposing a later date relates to Matthew’s record of the
tensions between Pharisaic Judaism and Christian Judaism. Some would argue
that these tensions primarily reflect the latter half of the first century, during the
war with Rome which left these two groups as the only two surviving forms of
Judaism. However, this is not a strong argument as the tensions had already
started in the 60s. Furthermore, Matthew also records tensions between Jesus
and the Sadducees and other leaders, not just the Pharisees.

A third reason for proposing a later date for Matthew is that Matthew was
most likely written after Mark, and Mark was supposedly written in the 70s or
just before then. However, Mark could well have been written in the later 50s or
60s, in which case there is no problem. (Carson, NIVZSB, 1922-1923)

B. Mark: Late 50s—Late 60s (Liberal Dating: 70s)

Mark was a bilingual Hellenist—John being his Hebrew name and Mark his
Greek one—and relative of the wealthy Cyprian landowner Barnabas (Col 4:10;
cf. Acts 4:36). John Mark’s well-to-do family occupied a significant place in
early Christian communities, first in Jerusalem and later in Antioch. His
mother’s substantial house provided a gathering point for believers in Jerusalem
and was the first port of call for a recently escaped Peter (Acts 12:12-16), who
when writing later from Rome described Mark as “my son” (1 Pet 5:13). Mark
joined his cousin Barnabas and Paul in their early travels from Antioch (Acts
12:25; 13:2-3) and, in spite of a falling-out (Acts 13:13; 15:36—-39), later worked
closely with Paul (Col 4:10; Philemon 24), even being summoned to Paul’s last
imprisonment, also in Rome (2 Tim 4:11). (Carson, NIVZSB, 1999)

John Mark was therefore well placed to write his Gospel. The great bulk of
his oral material would have come through his regular contact with Peter,
with perhaps his mother’s female friends providing the information for which
they are explicitly named: the events surrounding the empty tomb (15:40-
16:8). Equally, some of his insights into Jesus’ significance may well have
come from Paul, to whom Jesus later appeared (cf. 1 Cor. 15:8). (Carson,



NIVZSB, 1999)

The book of Mark is notoriously difficult to date. According to early church
tradition, Mark was an associate of Peter. This is supported by the considerable
amount of attention which the gospel of Mark gives to Peter, and the fact that
Peter is mentioned near the beginning and the end of the narrative (Mark 1:16,
16:7) perhaps pointing back to the witness of Peter, the source of Mark’s
content. If this is the case, Mark would most likely have written before Peter was
martyred (c. 64), or shortly thereafter. According to Donald Hagner, “We may
tentatively opt for a date of about 65, shortly after the death of Peter. This places
the initial readers in a time when they would have been subject to persecution,
which would make sense of that significant motif in this Gospel.” (Hagner, NT,
184)

Mark may be placed earlier if we rely on much of early church tradition that
states that the gospel was written while Peter was still living. Hagner mentions
that Mark may have even died before Peter did. (Hagner, NT, 184)

Later in this chapter we will argue in favor of J. P. Moreland’s view that
Acts was written between AD 62 and 64. He believes that the gospel of Luke
was written before Acts, and that Luke likely used Mark as a source for his
biography, thus placing Mark even earlier.

C. Luke: Early 60s-80s (Liberal Dating: 70-110)

The gospel of Luke and the book of Acts are often referred to together as
“Luke-Acts” because Luke wrote both of these accounts, probably not far apart
from each other. (Hagner, NT, 246) Although the date of Luke continues to be
debated, there is a general consensus that Luke wrote his gospel before Acts and
after Mark.

Those who insist on a pre-AD 70 date note that Luke does not describe
Paul’s death (mid-60s) in Acts or show an awareness of Paul’s letters. Those
who argue for a date after AD 70 respond by pointing out that Luke was not
writing a biography of Paul but an account of the progress of the gospel, and
although Luke does not explicitly quote from Paul’s letters, his writings do
reflect the influence of Paul’s thought. (Carson, NIVZSB, 2060)

Next we will present reasons that support a pre-70 date for the book of Acts.

D. Acts



The best estimate for the dating of Acts places the work between AD 62 and
64. J. P. Moreland lists several reasons why Acts should be given this early date
(Moreland, SSC, 152-154):

* Luke shows a particular interest in the city of Jerusalem. He mentions the
city about thirty times in the gospel of Luke and about sixty times in the
book of Acts, which is far more than any other New Testament writer does.

* Acts reports many events that took place in Jerusalem, from the Day of
Pentecost to the imprisonment of Paul. Yet Luke fails to mention one of the
most important events to have ever happened in the city: the destruction of
the temple in AD 70. It makes sense, then, to date the book of Acts before
the temple was destroyed.

* Acts does not mention the severe persecutions of the Roman emperor Nero,
which started in the mid-60s. Again, Luke would probably have recorded
this dark time of Christendom had he written his book during or after those
persecutions.

* Luke records the martyrdoms of Stephen and James the brother of John, but
he is silent about the martyrdoms of Peter, Paul, and James. These three
prominent figures in the book of Acts died between AD 61 and 67. If Luke
wrote Acts after their deaths, he would probably have heard about their
martyrdoms and included them in his history of the early church.

* One of the major themes in the book of Acts is the way in which the early
church leaders welcomed new Gentile believers and included them in the
growing communities of Christians. The leaders also specified how the
Gentile Christians should relate to Jewish believers. Moreland points out
that this was a very important matter before the destruction of the temple in
AD 70, but much less important after the destruction. Acts also deals with
other subjects that fit most naturally into the years prior to the destruction
of the Temple in AD 70, such as different people groups (Jewish,
Samaritan, Gentile) receiving the Holy Spirit, and the divisions between
Palestinian Jews and Hellenistic Jews. Thus, we can make the case that
Luke wrote before the temple’s destruction, staying relevant to the issues of
his time.

* Several distinctively Jewish expressions used throughout the book of Acts
indicate a pre-70 Jewish-Christian audience. If the book of Acts was
originally intended for the increasingly Gentile church of later decades, the



author would have adjusted his vocabulary and phrasing to accommodate
them. According to Moreland, “The phrases the Son of man, the Servant of
God (applied to Jesus), the first day of the week(the resurrection), and the
people (the Jews) are all phrases that readers would understand without
explanation prior to 70. After 70, they would need to be explained.”
(Moreland, HNT, online)

* Luke does not mention the wars against the Romans, beginning in AD 66.
Once again, the most logical explanation for Luke’s silence about such
important events in Jewish history is that he wrote Acts before they all
began.

Moreland sums up:

But this means that Luke should be dated just prior to [the wars against the
Romans]. Further, Matthew and Mark should be dated even earlier, perhaps
from the mid-40s to mid-50s. The picture of Jesus presented in the Synoptics
is one that is only twelve to twenty-nine years removed from the events
themselves. And they incorporate sources which are even earlier. (Moreland,
SSC, 154)

In conclusion, a very strong case can be made to date the composition of
Acts in the early 60s. This in turn provides a reference point that historians can
use to date the three Synoptic Gospels that preceded the book of Acts.

E. John: Mid 60s-100 (Liberal Dating: 90-100)

There is a wide possible timeframe for the date of John’s writing and very
little support for any specific period within the 60s—100 timeframe.

Almost any date between about AD 55 and 95 is possible. None of the
arguments for a more precise date is entirely convincing. But if we must
suggest a date for when John wrote the Fourth Gospel, we may very
tentatively advance AD 80-85. One of many reasons for this is to allow for
some time between the writing of John’s Gospel and the writing of his three
letters, which were probably written in the early 90s and which combat an
incipient form of Gnosticism and respond in part to a Gnostic
misunderstanding of the Fourth Gospel. (Carson, NIVZSB, 2140)



However, because of John’s emphasis on Jesus as the divine Son of God,
many liberal scholars have given John a later date, supposing that such a high
view of Jesus’ divinity did not form until later in history when legend took over.

As mentioned above, another plausible hypothesis is that John’s gospel was
written shortly before his letters, which were likely written in the 90s in response
to pseudo-gnostic misinterpretations of his gospel. This estimate places John’s
gospel somewhere in the 80s. However, leading Bible scholar and translator
Daniel Wallace dates John’s gospel to the mid-60s. (Wallace, in correspondence
to J. McDowell and M. J. Tingblad, June 3, 2016)

F. Conclusion Regarding the Dating of the Gospels and Acts

It can be reasonably argued that all four biographies of Jesus in the New
Testament, as well as the book of Acts, were written within a few decades—and
certainly within a century—of the events they describe. Even most non-Christian
scholars acknowledge this and place the canonical Gospels and Acts securely
within the first century. Nevertheless, even if a radically late dating were correct,
we would still have records for the events surrounding the origin of Christianity
that are earlier than those sometimes used to support unquestioned events in
history.

II1. The Bibliographical Test for the
Reliability of the New Testament

The bibliographical test is an examination of the textual transmission by which
documents reach us. In other words, since we do not have the original
documents, how reliable are the copies we have in regard to the number of
manuscripts (MSS, MS singular) and the time interval between the original and
extant (currently existing) copies? (Montgomery, HC, 26) For any particular
work or collection of works, the greater the number and the earlier the dating of
the manuscripts, the easier it is to reconstruct a text closer to the original and
identify errors or discrepancies in subsequent copies.

The importance of the sheer number of manuscripts and early patristic
quotations of Scripture cannot be overstated. As with other documents of ancient
literature, there are no known extant original manuscripts of the Bible.
Fortunately, however, the abundance of manuscript copies makes it possible to



reconstruct the original text with virtually complete accuracy. (Geisler and Nix,
GIB, 386)

Peters states that “on the basis of manuscript tradition alone, the works that
made up the Christians’ New Testament were the most frequently copied and
widely circulated books of antiquity.” (Peters, HH, 50) The authenticity of the
New Testament text we have today rests on a foundation of a massive amount of
historical documentation.

A. The Number of Manuscripts and Their Closeness to the
Original

How many manuscripts of the New Testament do we have today? It is a very
large number that has not remained static—it grows even larger as new
discoveries are made. Accordingly, researchers and historians are constantly
revising their estimates. Without question, the New Testament boasts the best-
attested manuscript transmission when compared with other ancient documents.
The bibliographical test validates and confirms that the New Testament has been
accurately transmitted to us through the centuries. (Jones, BTU)

It is extremely laborious to track the number of both classical and biblical
manuscripts. Many scholars base the number of New Testament manuscripts on
the work of Kurt Aland and Barbara Aland of the Institute for New Testament
Textual Research in Miinster, Germany. Another great source for manuscript
study is the Leuven Database, available online at www.trismegistos.org/ldab/.
Yet another is the Center for the Study of the New Testament Manuscripts,
WWW.CSNtm.org.

Four challenges face anyone hoping to estimate the number of NT
manuscripts: (1) databases do not always reflect new discoveries; (2) most
databases do not include the many manuscripts in private collections; (3) most

databases do not include the scrolls;2 and (4) most databases do not account for
manuscripts that date from the Renaissance or later.

We will now list the surviving manuscripts of various languages into which
the New Testament was first translated. It is important to understand that these
numbers are constantly changing as new manuscript discoveries come to light.
There are so many changes that by the time anything is printed the numbers may
have changed drastically. That is why regularly updated online databases are so
valuable in this particular field of study.



B. Counting and Dating the Early New Testament
Manuscripts

1. Greek

e Earliest MS: AD 130

The earliest verified New Testament Greek MS is the John Rylands Papyrus
of John known by the designation “P52,” which New Testament scholar Bart
Ehrman dates to “125-130, plus or minus twenty-five years.” If you ever go to
Manchester, England, make sure to stop at the John Rylands library, where this
ancient document is being preserved. It is a great experience. As far as I (Josh)
have been able to find, there is no other manuscript besides “P52” to have been
officially recognized as the earliest MS of the New Testament, although recent
discoveries have produced possible contenders.

A recently discovered portion of a Mark manuscript may date as early as c.
AD 85-125. However, we must wait for this discovery to go through peer
review and publishing before we can establish the dating of this portion with
more certainty. (D. Wallace, lecture, 2013)

 Number of MSS: c. 5,8563

The current number according to the Institut fiir neutestamentliche
Textforschung (Institute for New Testament Textual Research, hereafter the
INTTR) in Miinster, Germany, the official cataloger of Greek NT MSS, is c.
5,856. This includes papyri, majuscules, minuscules, and lectionaries (for more
information about these manuscript types, see chapter 2). According to their tally
from January 2017: minuscules = 2,937; majuscules (uncials) = 323; papyri =
131; lectionaries = 2,465 for a total of 5,856.

The official number of 5,856 requires some revision, however. One should
deduct MSS that have gone missing, those that have been destroyed, and those
that have been discovered to be a part of a known MS. According to Wallace,
“The adjusted numbers, as of January, 2017, are now well over 5,600.”
(Wallace, correspondence to J. McDowell and M. J. Tingblad, January 27, 2017)

Yet one could also add to that number the many (possibly hundreds) of
manuscripts in private collections that have never been published. Additionally,
discoveries made in recent years have not been factored into the official count.
In the words of Wallace, “The multiple new discoveries of [Greek] biblical



manuscripts are like a literary tsunami.” (Wallace, lecture, 2013)

2. Armenian

 Earliest MS: AD 862. A. A. S. ten Kate mentions that the oldest Armenian
MS is the Gospel of Queen Mlke, dated to AD 862. (ten Kate,
correspondence to J. McDowell and M. J. Tingblad, 2016; cf. Stone,
AACR, 44; Adalian, HDA, 108)

* Number of MSS: 3,000+. Crowe mentions a “catalogue of scriptural
holdings” which lists 207 full Bibles, 115 NTs, and 3,003 “Gospel books”.
That makes a total of 3,325 New Testament manuscripts. (Cowe, AVNT,
256)

3. Coptic

The Coptic language is the last stage of the written Egyptian language. It
came about when the Greeks conquered Egypt and their languages merged to
form Coptic. The sounds of the Egyptian language hieroglyphics were
transliterated with Greek letters (not words), which makes it easy to misidentify
a Coptic text as Greek.

* Earliest MS: Late third century AD (Askeland, CVNT, 209; cf. Emmel,
CBE, 39)

* Number of MSS: ten Kate says there are c. 975. (correspondence to J.
McDowell and M. J. Tingblad, 2016) Others estimate a larger number:
“Probably at least a thousand Coptic manuscripts exist, representative of the
Alexandrian text-type.” (Komoszewski et al., RJ, 80)

In early December 2013, I (Josh) hosted 274 scholars, apologists, and leaders
from four countries for a two-day event in Dallas, Texas, to examine ancient
manuscript fragments. We were thrilled to share in the discovery of a very
significant papyrus: two fragments from the Sermon on the Mount. It is possible
that this will be validated as the earliest papyri known of that passage from the
gospel of Matthew. The preliminary examination of these fragments dates them
approximately AD 350—430.

However, no one should consider this estimate to be authoritative at this
time. We need to wait until the scientific analysis and publication of these
findings is complete, which could take another two to four years.



Those Coptic manuscript fragments, discovered on that December weekend,
are in my (Josh’s) possession and are awaiting further research and publication.
Here is the list of all the Coptic biblical fragments that were discovered at the
event. It appears that these newly discovered Coptic manuscripts will prove to be
the oldest discovered of these passages.

» Matthew 6:33 / Matthew 7:4-reverse side
» Mark 15:9

* John 14:28

* Galatians 4:17

* First John 2:21 (AD 350-430)

* Jeremiah 33:24

4. Gothic

* Earliest MS: fifth or sixth century AD. (Falluomini, GVNT, 329)
* Number of MSS: Six (Falluomini, GVNT, 329)

Bible scholars Bruce Metzger and Bart Ehrman comment, “The most nearly
complete of the half-dozen extant Gothic manuscripts (all of which are
fragmentary) is a deluxe copy dating from the fifth or sixth century. . . . It
contains portions of all four Gospels.” (Metzger and Ehrman, TNT, 115)

It is worth noting that these Gothic translations, though fragmentary, are a
word-by-word translation, so they can be particularly useful. (Falluomini,
GVNT, 330)

5. Ethiopian

* Earliest MS: Sixth century AD. “The oldest known Ethiopic MSS known
are two Abba Garima Gospels recently dated to the sixth century.”
(Zuurmond, EVNT, 242)

* Number of MSS: 600+. (Zuurmond, EVNT, 242)

George Fox University professor Steve Delamarter directs the Ethiopic
Manuscript Imaging Project. He summarizes the status of Ethiopian manuscripts,
“Outside of Ethiopia, there are about six hundred Ethiopic manuscripts that
contain the text of one or more books of the New Testament.” Delamarter
continues, “Within Ethiopia there are perhaps 5,000 yet to be discovered and



catalogued. Among these are undoubtedly several hundred from the 17th century
and earlier.” (Delamarter, e-mail to J. McDowell and Clay Jones, 2011)
Although most Ethiopic manuscripts have been assigned fairly recent dates, “at
least one manuscript of the four Gospels dates to the tenth century and a couple
of others date to the eleventh century.” (Metzger, EVINT, 224-25)

6. Latin Translations

Latin translations are typically divided into Old Latin and WVulgate
manuscripts. The total number of Latin MSS is 10,050+ (Wallace,
correspondence to J. McDowell and M. J. Tingblad, May 5, 2016)

* Old Latin
* Earliest MS: Fourth century AD. (Houghton, LNT, 211)
* Number of MSS: 110. (Houghton, LNT, 209-54)

H. A. G. Houghton’s carefully numbered count of 110 includes all the MSS
from the Vestus Latina Register, supplements the register with a few other lists,
and even adds new discoveries.

However, it should be noted that this count probably contains some overlap
with the Vulgate (see next section), as some MSS contain elements of the
Vulgate as well as Old Latin. VL 109 is one such example. Vestus Latina
director Roger Gryson catalogues eighty-nine Old Latin manuscripts of the New
Testament, dating from the fourth to the thirteenth centuries. (Metzger and
Ehrman, TNT, 51)

Additionally, Old Latin MSS are counted differently from most other MSS in
that a single parchment that contains, say, the gospel of Matthew and Ephesians,
is counted as two manuscripts. (Gryson, AH, 9—143) Therefore, a count of fifty
MSS is a more accurate apples-to-apples comparison. (Jones, BTU)

* Latin Vulgate
* Earliest MS: Fourth century AD. (Vaganay and Amphoux, INTC, 30)
e Number of MSS: 10,000+.

We have to be careful here, as there is no database that collects all the known
MSS of the Vulgate. Many sources will mention that there are more than ten
thousand. Houghton says that probably no one really knows exactly how many:



It is at least 4,000. The figure of 10,000 is still regularly bandied about, but I
suspect that is because no one else has any clue either and it sounds
plausible. One day I hope to get funding to make a database of as many as
are known to exist. Then we might be able to come up with a better figure.
Until then you can stick with over 10,000. (Houghton, correspondence to J.
McDowell and M. J. Tingblad, May 12, 2016)

7. Syriac

“Syriac is the name generally given to Christian Aramaic.” (Bruce, BP, 193)
From its inception Christianity has been a missionary faith. “The earliest
versions of the New Testament were prepared by missionaries to assist in the
propagation of the Christian faith among peoples whose native tongue was
Syriac, Latin, or Coptic.” (Metzger, TNT, 67)

* Earliest MS: Late fourth or early fifth century AD. (P. Williams, SVNT,

145)

* Syriac Peshitta. The basic meaning of peshitta is “simple.” It was the
standard version, produced around AD 150-250. There are more than
three hundred and fifty MSS from the fifth century extant. (Geisler and
Nix, GIB, 317)

* Palestinian Syriac. Most scholars date this version at about AD 400450
(fifth century). (Metzger, TNT, 68-71)

* Philoxenian (AD 508). Polycarp translated a new Syriac New Testament
for Philoxenas, bishop of Mabug. (Greenlee, INTTC, 49)

* Harkleian Syriac. (AD 616) by Thomas of Harkel.

* Number of MSS: 350+. Old Syriac: Two MSS. There are around sixty in
the fifth and sixth centuries alone. (P. Williams, SVNT, 145-151)

The earliest known translation of the Greek New Testament is in the
Peshitta, the official Bible of the Syriac-speaking church. (Cairns, DTT, 330)
The New Testament portion was probably written before AD 400, making it a
significant witness to the original Greek text. (Cross and Livingstone, ODCC,
1268)

Siker estimates the MSS at more than 350. (Siker, CSCE, 316) However,
Wallace states, “The surviving copies of the Syriac New Testament manuscripts



number in the hundreds, perhaps thousands.” (quoted in Komoszewski et al., RJ,
80) Scholar Andreas Juckel notes, “Most of the existing lists and catalogues are
out of date, new acquisitions are not properly recorded, and up-to-date
catalogues are delayed (e.g., Princeton Univ.; Speer Library; Moscow, St.
Petersburg). There are a lot of manuscripts in private possession (USA and
Canada) and in uncatalogued libraries in the Middle East (Lebanon); the
catalogued ones in the Middle East (Syria, Iraq) had to be removed or split and
suffered severe losses . . . so nobody is able to count.” He continues, “It is
possible to give an idea about the dimension only: certainly more than 1000
Syriac manuscripts including New Testament texts and written before WWI
exist, but hardly more than 1500.” (Juckel, conversation with M. J. Tingblad,
May 18, 2016)

8. Georgian

* Earliest MS: Fifth century AD. A few fragments survive from this period.
(Childers, GVNT, 295-96)

* Number of MSS: Eighty-nine. The sixty oldest ones are fragments; several
later MSS are more extensive. (Vaganay and Amphoux, INTC, 41; cf.
Krasovec, 1B, 469)

9. Slavic

* Earliest MS: Tenth to eleventh century AD. (Vaganay and Amphoux,
INTC, 44)

e Number of MSS: 4,000+.

Krasovec mentions 89 manuscript entries. (Krasovec, IB, 469) University of
Indiana professor Henry Cooper writes, “The most thorough description of the
manuscript holdings of a Slavic country to date, conducted in 1965 on the
territory of the then Soviet Union, yielded in all about 1,500 entries dating
before the fifteenth century. More than 99 percent of these manuscripts were
translations (usually from Greek), and the vast majority of those were of Biblical
books, especially portions of the gospels and the Psalms.” (Cooper, SS, 25; see
also Zukovskaja, SKSR, 177-84) Cooper adds that “a count for the fifteenth
century added 3,500 more entries.” (Cooper, SS, 170, n61)

On the higher end, St. Petersburg University professor Anatolij Alexeev
writes that “for the first time in the history of Slavistics the number of selected



Gospel manuscripts has reached the significant figure of over eleven hundred.”
(Alexeev, LPNL, 248) Cooper suggests that Alexeev’s higher numbers “could be
so, it seems to me, only if one included sixteenth-and seventeenth-century
Slavonic manuscripts: manuscript production in the Slavic world continued long
after the introduction of printing in Western, Central, and Southeastern Europe.
In any event the later Slavonic manuscripts are of marginal value in tracing the
development of the Church Slavonic Bible.” (Cooper, SS, 170, n61)

10. Summary

Wallace concludes that “all told, probably between fifteen and twenty
thousand texts of the ancient versions of the New Testament remain. There are
no exact numbers because not all the manuscripts have been carefully
catalogued.” (Wallace, correspondence to J. McDowell and M. J. Tingblad, June
3, 2016)

C. The New and Old Testament Manuscript Attestations

Influential biblical scholar F. F. Bruce writes: “There is no body of ancient
literature in the world which enjoys such a wealth of good textual attestation as
the New Testament.” (Bruce, BP, 178)

In the chart “Number of Biblical Manuscripts,” the second and third columns
compare both “old” and “new” dates determined for the earliest manuscript in
each language. The two columns at the far right compare the “old” and “new”
number of manuscripts estimated to be catalogued for that language. For each
language, the data labeled “old” was tabulated in 2012. The columns labeled
“new” show the data for each language as of August, 2014—with the exception
of the new number of Greek manuscripts which reflects the official number as of
January 2017.

This comparison reveals the change, if any, in dating and numbers of
manuscripts that have occurred in that two-year interval, through the discovery
of earlier manuscripts in a particular language or by the addition of newly
discovered or catalogued manuscripts. Current research continues to change
these totals. And we must realize that every day, marvelous new discoveries are
being made. That is why the numbers of scroll and manuscript discoveries are
out-of-date as soon as you print them. We recognize how astonishingly rapid is
the increase of information and even the development of new methods to recover
that data from manuscripts that had been thought to be forever illegible.



NUMBER OF BIBLICAL MANUSCRIPTS

Language* Earliest |Earliest MS Number of | Number of
MS (old) | (new) MSS (old) MSS (new)
Armenian AD 887 AD 862 2000+ 2000+
Coptic Late 3rd c. |Late 3rd c. AD | Around 975 | Around 975
AD
Gothic 5thor 6th |5thor6thc. AD |6 6
c. AD
Ethiopian 10th c. AD |6thc. AD 600+ 600+
Total Latin N/A N/A
Translations
Old Latin 4thc. AD |4thc. AD 50 110
Vulgate 4thc. AD |4thc. AD 10,000+ 10,000+
Syriac 5th c. AD |Late 4th or 350+ 350+
Early 5th c. AD
Georgian Late 9th c. |5th c. AD 43+ 89
AD
Slavic 10th c. AD | 10th c. AD 4,000+ 4,000+
Total Non-Greek manuscripts 18,130+
Greek AD 130 AD 130 (or 5838 5,856
(or earlier) |earlier)
TOTAL GREEK AND NON-GREEK MANUSCRIPTS 23,986
Biblical Manuscripts, Scrolls, and Translations
New Testament Greek Manuscripts 5,856
New Testament Early Translations 18,130
Old Testament Scrolls, Codices 42 300**

TOTAL BIBLICAL MANUSCRIPT EVIDENCES

66,286




Chart adapted from Cowe, AVNT, 256.

* Many of these languages are not catalogued regularly.

** 25,000 are relatively recent, dated to the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

D. Visualizing the Number of Biblical Manuscripts
1. The New Testament Manuscripts

How high do you think the stack of New Testament manuscripts would be?
Think about this: of just the 5,800+ Greek New Testament manuscripts, there are
more than 2.6 million pages. Combining both the Old and New Testament, there
are more than 66,000 manuscripts and scrolls.

A stack of extant manuscripts for the average classical writer would measure
about four feet high; this just cannot compare to the more than one mile of New
Testament manuscripts and two-and-a-half-miles for the entire Bible. (Wallace,
lecture at Discover the Evidence, Dec. 6, 2013)

2. The Old Testament Scrolls

We have added Old Testament scrolls into the mix of the total numbers of
manuscripts to represent the Bible as a whole and not just the New Testament. If
you do not include both the Old Testament and New Testament manuscripts and
scrolls when you compare the dates and totals of biblical manuscripts with those
of classical literature, then you are comparing apples to oranges. The classical
works, such as the Iliad, are complete works and need to be compared with the
Bible as a complete work, not with just a part of it. In fact, the great proliferation
of New Testament manuscript discoveries has been accompanied by additional
discoveries of Old Testament manuscripts (sometimes as glued papyrus scrolls
or sewn parchment scrolls but also as single sheets and even as small fragments
that have been recovered from phylacteries—the leather cases holding scripture
to be tied to the hands or forehead during prayer). The Old Testament
manuscripts not only enhance our awareness that many more manuscript copies
are likely waiting to be found, but they help to verify the authenticity of New



Testament manuscripts that quote them. Further, the scrupulous exactness that
Jewish scribes devoted to their copying reinforces our awareness of the tradition
in which the New Testament copyists worked—a tradition of precise care for
accuracy. (We get a glimpse of that climate of reverence for the word in Acts
and in the epistles, for Paul had been trained in rabbinic scholarship, and Luke’s
writing also shows a scholarly care for precise detail and exact language.)

VISUALIZING THE NUMBER OF BIBLICAL MANUSCRIPTS

4 feet 1,792 feet 1 mile 1.5 miles 2.5 miles
Average Classical One World New Testament 0ld Testament Bible
Writer Trade Center

In the field of Old Testament apologetics, what has been overlooked in
tabulating numbers of Old Testament manuscripts is the usage of scrolls and
codices. Many worn-out scrolls were carefully copied for replacement and set
aside, protected but unsought, and so never entered catalogs. As seen in the chart
“Number of Extant Old Testament Scrolls,” the majority of extant scrolls are not
in museums but in ongoing use in synagogues or seminaries, and many are in
private collections. Also, codices of Hebrew texts tend to be rarer and written
later than those prepared with Greek texts. I (Josh) and my wife own four
complete Torah scrolls, one of which is very old and very rare. We also possess
three fragments of scrolls. None of these has been recorded or registered. The
numbers and dates for the Old Testament scrolls (as well as the numbers of
biblical and classical manuscripts and scrolls more broadly) are constantly
shifting. For example, nine small Dead Sea Scrolls have recently been



rediscovered. They had been deposited in the vaults of the Israel Antiquities
Authority (IAA). (NUDSSF) As said before, it is very difficult to estimate
accurately the number of extant scrolls, but Scott Carroll, director and senior
research scholar at the Manuscript Research Group, suggests the following totals
(correspondence to J. McDowell, November 15, 2013):

NUMBER OF EXTANT OLD TESTAMENT SCROLLS

Source Number
The Dead Sea Scrolls 300
Green Collection 5,000
Synagogues 20,000
Museums 1,000
Private family collections 5,000
Codices 3,000
Jewish Seminaries 5,000
Individuals 3,000
TOTAL 42,300

3. Old Torah Scrolls, Additional Discoveries, and New
Technologies

As with the New Testament manuscripts, the Old Testament manuscripts—
especially in scroll form—are being found and identified with earlier dates. In
2013, a Torah scroll created headlines: “In 1889, an Italian librarian’s faulty
identification sentenced to archival obscurity an antique Torah scroll that has
turned out to be the oldest complete such scroll in existence.” (Cole, CDCW,
website) “This week, University of Bologna professor Mauro Perani announced
the results of carbon-14 tests authenticating the scroll’s age as roughly 800 years
old. . . . The scroll (a sheep-skin document, i.e., parchment) dates to between
1155 and 1225, making it the oldest complete Torah scroll on record. . . . Like
all Torah scrolls, this one contains the full text of the five Books of Moses in
Hebrew and is prepared according to strict standards for use during religious



services.” The article continues, “What a 19th-century cataloguer had interpreted
as clumsy mistakes by what he guessed was an awkward 17th-century scribe
provided the very clues that led Perani to investigate further.” (Cole, CDCW,
website)

In April 2016, in a basement in Jerusalem, I (Josh) held in my arms a new
discovery of an ancient Jewish Torah scroll carbon-dated at AD 1050. This will
probably be shown to be the oldest complete Torah scroll in existence. One of
the previous oldest Torah scrolls is a copy of the textual tradition called the
Samaritan Torah (named for its use of a different set of letter forms and its
addition of vowels, along with a focus on Mt. Gerazim). Parts of the Abisha
Scroll, a Samaritan scroll in Nablus (formerly Shechem), have been dated to the
twelfth to fourteenth century, although the placement of letters in a particular
column names its scribe as Aaron’s great-grandson. It is written in gold ink on
vellum and is fragile, mended, and rarely displayed.

In 2014 an amazing total of 103 Jewish Torah scrolls, states Rabbi Slomo
Koves of the Orthodox Chabad-Lubavitch community, “were discovered in the
manuscript section of the Lenin State Regional Library of the western Russian
city of Nizhny Novgorod.” Koves said negotiations are underway with Russian
officials to restore the scrolls and possibly display them in international exhibits.
(“103 Torah Scrolls,” online) Rabbi Koves called the find he helped make last
year “of historical significance,” adding that Hungary’s government supports
efforts to restore the scrolls. (“103 Torah Scrolls,” online)

In late September, 2016, a new technology of digital scanning was employed
to recover text lost when a scroll had been “reduced to charcoal in a burning
synagogue 1,500 years ago.” The scroll from En-Gedi had been known since
1970, but computer analysis created a 3-D “virtual unwrapping” to allow reading
the text without touching it. (Hotz, ETUIBS) The recovery software offers
modern applications as well as the possibility of its use to scan damaged New
Testament manuscript text once thought irrecoverable.

E. Comparison with Surviving Manuscript Copies of Selected
Classical Literature

The chart “Summary Chart of Selected Surviving MSS of Major Classical
Works” presents our updated information for surviving classical manuscripts,
with earlier dates now for the oldest copy in the case of Herodotus, Plato, and
Livy, and with increased totals for several authors. These manuscript numbers



raise challenging issues for skeptics because if they reject the transmissional
reliability of the New Testament, then they must also consider unreliable all
other manuscripts of antiquity. As celebrated scholar John Warwick
Montgomery has often related: “Some years ago, when I debated philosophy
professor Avrum Stroll of the University of British Columbia on this point, he
responded: ‘All right. I’'ll throw out my knowledge of the classical world.” At
which the chairman of the classics department cried: ‘Good Lord, Avrum, not
that!” ” (Montgomery, HRHD, 139)

Glenny notes, “No one questions the authenticity of the historical books of
antiquity because we do not possess the original copies. Yet we have far fewer
manuscripts of these works than we possess of the NT.” (Glenny, PS, 96)

Wallace concludes, “If we have doubts about what the autographic NT said,
those doubts would have to be multiplied a hundredfold for the average classical
author.” (Wallace, HBDSC, 29)

SUMMARY CHART OF SELECTED SURVIVING MSS OF MAJOR

CLASSICAL WORKS
Work Earliest MS (old) Earliest Number | Number
MS (new) |of MSS |of MSS
(old) (new)
Homer’s Iliad | About 400 BC About 415 | 1,800+ 1,900+
BC
Herodotus— | 1st c. AD 150-50 BC | 109 About 106
History
Sophocles’ 3rd c. BC 3rd c. BC |193 About 226
Plays
Plato’s AD 895 3rdc. BC |210 238
Tetralogies
Caesar’s 9th c. AD 9thc. AD |251 251
Gallic Wars
Livy’s History | Early 5th c. AD 4thc. AD |150 About 473
of Rome
Tacitus’s 1st half: AD 850 1st half: 33 36




Annals 2nd halt: AD 1050 AD 850
2nd half:
AD 1050
Pliny the One 5th c. AD S5thc. AD {200 200+
Elder’s fragment. Others in
Natural 14th and 15th c.
History
Thucydides’ | 3rd c. BC 3rd c. BC |96 188
History
Demosthenes’ | Fragments from 1st c. | 1stc. BC, |340 444
Speeches BC possibly
earlier
TOTAL 4,062+

1. A Caution When Comparing Surviving Biblical and Classical
Manuscripts

One needs to be careful in comparing the survival and dating of an
abundance of biblical manuscripts with classical works. Yes, we believe that
God has superintended the preservation of such an abundance of biblical
manuscripts. But, there are good historical reasons for the paucity of classical
manuscripts. Carroll comments on the importance of caution here, lest we draw
the wrong conclusions:

It is implied that an unspoken reason for the preservation of manuscripts is
supernatural over against the loss of non-inspired works, but it is a bit more
involved. Most classical works were in a region that could promise
preservation on papyrus and were then recopied in Egypt and disseminated
(not like the Christian monastic system).

These texts were systematically copied and studied at the library in
Alexandria which burned partially in the first century BC, and then the texts
were also systematically destroyed by Christians in the fourth century and
Muslims in the seventh and eighth centuries. Christians are in part to blame
for destroying around 1 million classical scrolls, and the fact that any



classical texts survive in large numbers is remarkable. Centuries later, we
often use the dearth of evidence [for classical works] to show the superior
preservation of the Bible.

Early classical works were written primarily on papyrus, a highly
perishable medium, as was the scroll format. Christians quickly transitioned
to the codex [book format] and to parchment and vellum, which were much
more durable and suitable for the codex and thus, these factors hastened the
decline of classical works.

We also keep in mind that classical works were copied, only if by chance,
by monks after the fifth century. They were left in the hands of the “enemy”
so to speak to preserve and perpetuate—which they did but not as
aggressively. (Carroll, correspondence to J. McDowell, October 31, 2013)

Biblical scholar, translator, and textual critic Bruce Metzger, in The Text of
the New Testament, cogently writes of the comparison:

The works of several ancient authors are preserved to us by the thinnest
possible thread of transmission. For example, the compendious history of
Rome by Velleius Paterculus survived to modern times in only one
incomplete manuscript, from which the editio princeps was made—and this
lone manuscript was lost in the seventeenth century after being copied by
Beatus Rhenanus at Amerbach. Even the Annals of the famous historian
Tacitus is extant, so far as the first six books are concerned, in but a single
manuscript, dating from the ninth century. In 1870 the only known
manuscript of the Epistle to Diognetus, an early Christian composition which
editors usually include in the corpus of Apostolic Fathers, perished in a fire
at the municipal library in Strasbourg. In contrast with these figures, the
textual critic of the New Testament is embarrassed by the wealth of his
material. (Metzger and Ehrman, TNT, 34)

New Testament scholar J. Harold Greenlee writes in his Introduction to New
Testament Textual Criticism about the time gap between the original MS (the
autograph) and the extant MS (the oldest surviving copy), saying,

Since scholars accept as generally trustworthy the writings of the ancient
classics even though the earliest MSS were written so long after the original
writings and the number of extant MSS is in many instances so small, it is



clear that the reliability of the text of the N.T. is likewise assured. (Greenlee,
INTTC, 16)

2. Surviving Manuscripts of Selected Classical Writers
a. Homer—The Iliad

The epic poem The Iliad tells of anger and war—the final year of the Trojan
War. Little is known of Homer, but the Iliad has been immensely important from
the Classical Age, as its manuscript totals imply.

* Earliest MS: About 415 BC. The Leuven database records a direct
attestation to the Iliad written on a piece of pottery, and dated between 420
and 410 BC, Leuven id#130496. (Bird, MHI, online)

* Number of MSS: 1900+. One of the top specialists for Homer’s
manuscripts is Graeme D. Bird: “Homer’s Iliad is currently represented by
more than 1,900 manuscripts (at least 1,500 of which are on papyrus,
although many of these of a fragmentary nature).” (Bird, MHI, online)

It is difficult to settle on an exact number of manuscripts of Homer’s work,
because there are constantly new discoveries. Also, numbers used for Homer’s
Iliad do not include at least five in the Green family’s collection, a number in
other private collections, and twelve more manuscripts (destined for museums)
that we know about. Martin L. West, senior research fellow at All Souls College,
Oxford, has catalogued a total of 1,569 papyri. But, this is a papyri-only count
and not a total manuscript count. (Even though “manuscript” literally means
“handwritten,” scholars like West sometimes use “manuscript” to refer only to
non-papyri manuscripts. Papyri manuscripts they simply call “papyri.”) (West,
STTI, 86)

More manuscript discoveries have been made of the Iliad than any other
classical work. And yet, the total number of MSS of the Iliad extant is less than
2,000. (Wallace, correspondence to J. McDowell, October 15, 2013)

b. Herodotus—Histories

Herodotus, a Greek historian from the fifth century BC, wrote of the Greco-
Persian wars. A vivid storyteller, he gave attention to fascinating detail. Forty-
nine papyrus fragments and about sixty non-papyrus manuscripts represent him.
The oldest papyri date from the first century AD. P.Oxy 1375 (I or II), P.Oxy



1619 (end of I AD), Archiv fiir Papyrusforschung vol. 1, p. 471f. (I or II), British
Library 1109 (Greek papyri in the British Museum III p. 57 Milne, Catalogue of
the literary papyri in the British Museum no. 102) (I or II).

* Earliest MS: 150-50 BC. Many sources still say that the oldest fragments
go back to the first century AD, but the Leuven Database shows one
fragment dating between 150 and 50 BC. LDAB id #1119. (Priestley and
Zali, BCRH, 171)

* Number of MSS: About 106. There are approximately 60 medieval and
renaissance MSS. (Wilson, H, xiii)

c. Sophocles—Plays

Sophocles was one of the three great tragic playwrights of Athens, the others
being Aeschylus and Euripides. Aristotle considered Sophocles’ play Oedipus
the King to be the paradigm example of tragedy and repeatedly cited it in his
study of literary forms. Sophocles wrote over one hundred dramas in the fifth
century BC, though few manuscripts remain.

* Earliest MS: Third century BC. LDABId #3956 has a papyrus dating
between 299-200 BC. (H. Lloyd-Jones, S, 18. See alsoTuryn, SMT, 5-9;
Battezzato, RP, 102; Burian and Shapiro, CS, 189)

* Number of MSS: About 226. Lloyd-Jones estimates there are 200 medieval
manuscripts and 17 earlier. (H. Lloyd-Jones, S, 18) However, the Leuven
Database (as of April 29, 2016) shows that the number of manuscripts
before the medieval time is now approximately 26, bringing the estimated
total to 226. (P. J. Finglass, correspondence to J. McDowell and M. J.
Tingblad, May 18, 2016)

d. Plato—Tetralogies

Plato has had a remarkable influence. Some have said that all philosophy is a
footnote to Plato. Born in the fifth century BC, he wrote dialogues that probed
the meaning of fundamental concepts such as truth, goodness, and beauty, which
he argued were the highest forms of reality. His dialogue The Republic develops
a parallel between the qualities of the best government for a city and for a
person’s self-government. Many of his works were compiled into groups of four
called “Tetralogies.” (See Brumbaugh, PM, 114-21) They provide priceless



insight into Greek thought and into the Socratic method of inquiry.

* Earliest MS: Third century BC. Michael Reeve writes, “Two of his Phaedo
are from the 3rd Century BC.” This is confirmed on LDAB ids: 3835 and
3833. (Reeve, correspondence to J. McDowell and M. J. Tingblad, April 22,
2016) However, in December 6, 2013, I (Josh) had the privilege of
organizing an event leading to the discovery of what could be a portion of a
second-century-BC fragment from Plato’s Republic. Verification of the
authenticity of this fragment is currently underway.

* Number of MSS: 237. Nigel Wilson has kept an updated list of the
manuscripts for Plato. In his list, 237 items belong to the tetralogies.
(Wilson, LPM)

e. Caesar—Gallic Wars

Gaius Julius Caesar was a Roman general and statesman who changed the
course of history in the first-century-BC wars that spread Roman authority over
the Mediterranean and Europe. By defying the Roman Republic senators (who
would have confined his authority to Gaul) he initiated the rise of the Roman
Empire. He was a brilliant strategist and remarkably generous to those he
defeated. Julius Caesar’s name is recalled in our calendar: July. “From 58-50
BC Julius Caesar conquered much of Gaul and described his success in On the
Gallic War. . . . [T]here are 251 manuscripts beginning from the ninth century
(the majority are 15th century).” (V. Brown, LMCGW, 105-107)

For Caesar’s Gallic Wars (composed between 58 and 50 BC) there are
several extant MSS, but only nine or ten are in good condition. The oldest is
some 900 years later than Caesar’s time period.

* Earliest MS: Ninth century AD.
* Number of MSS: 261+.

f. Livy (64 or 59 BC-AD 17)—History of Rome

Livy, one of Rome’s great historians, lived until the earlier years of Jesus.
His history of Rome became a classic in his lifetime. It was a formidable and
ambitious writing project, starting with the founding of the city and reaching the
events of his own lifetime. His style influenced Roman writing for centuries.

* Earliest MS: Fourth century AD. Leuven LDAB id#: 2575, 7402



* Number of MSS: About 473. In A Companion to Livy by Bernard Mineo,
there is a breakdown of Livy’s works by groups of 10 books. (Mineo, CL,
4-17)

g. Tacitus (AD 56—c. 120)—Annals

Tacitus, whose life was shortly after Jesus, was a Roman orator, public
official, and one of the great historians. He was a man of great political savvy
who studied rhetoric and prose composition. His Annals concerned the Roman
Empire from AD 14 to 68. Historian David Potter notes, “Tacitus’ historical
works descend in two manuscripts, one for books 1-6, another for 11-16 and the
surviving portions of the history.” (LTRH, 72)

* Earliest MS: 1-6 in AD 850, 11-16 in AD 1050. (Pagan, CT, 15-16;
Winterbottom, T, 406—409)

* Number of MSS: 36. Reeve notes that we have only one MS for Annals 1—
6, and that 7—10 are lost. For Annals 11-16, see Malloch’s commentary on
11, which says we still use just one main manuscript for 11-16, and there
are 34 others that postdate this manuscript. The main MS for 11-16 is also
Histories 1-4, so some of those MSS may be fragments that only contain
Histories. Everyone seems to treat Annals 11-16 and Histories 1-4 as a
single work. So two primary manuscripts and 34 others make 36. (Malloch,
AT, 9-22)

h. Pliny the Elder (AD 23/24-79)—Natural History

Pliny the Elder (Gaius Plinius Secundus) was a Roman scholar and naval
commander in the first century. His monumental encyclopedia, Natural History,
“was regarded as a scientific authority up to the Middle Ages. From astronomy
to zoology to botany to medicine, Pliny wrote with precision, even including an
index. His death occurred as he tried by ship to save a friend from the eruptions
of Mt. Vesuvius.

* Earliest MS: Fifth century AD. (Leuven Database id#:8912. Also 7773 and
8927, 8143—FN1)
* Number of MSS: 200+. Approximately 200 manuscripts date from the

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. In 1942, Hilda Buttenwieser stated that
she found almost seventy MSS of Natural History which predate the



fourteenth century. (Buttenwieser, PAMA, 52-53)

i. Thucydides—History

Thucydides, a Greek historian from the fifth century BC, has been called the
father of scientific history. His History of the Peloponnesian War begins with an
introduction setting out his criteria for evidence and analysis in writing history,
indicating the intellectual influence of the great philosophers of Athens.

* Earliest MS: Third century BC. (Hammond, PW, 633)

* Number of MSS: 188. Cedopal’s Mertens-Pack 3 database (similar to
Leuven) has 101 MSS from Thucydides.

j. Demosthenes—Speeches

Demosthenes was an Athenian statesman and one of the greatest orators of
his time, in part because he trained rigorously to overcome a speech impediment.
His speeches provide valuable insight into the social, political, and economic
condition of Athens in the fourth century BC.

* Earliest MS: First century BC, possibly earlier. (Sealey, DHT, 223)
* Number of MSS: 444 (Sealey, DHT, 222)

This total combines information from Sealey and from the Leuven database.
Sealey writes, “Canfora (1968) recorded 258 manuscripts of Demosthenes’
speeches.” (DHT, 222) He mentions that none of these has been dated earlier
than the late ninth century. A Leuven Database inquiry yields 210 results for
Demosthenes that predate Sealey’s number. However, only 186 of those are
actual manuscripts and not quotations or summaries by other writers
(258+186=444 MSS).

3. Summary

New Testament scholars and biblical linguistic experts Stanley E. Porter and
Andrew W. Pitts observe,

When compared with other works of antiquity, the NT has far greater
(numerical) and earlier documentation than any other book. Most of the
available works of antiquity have only a few manuscripts that attest to their



existence, and these are typically much later than their original date of
composition, so that it is not uncommon for the earliest manuscript to be
dated over nine hundred years after the original composition. (Porter and
Pitts, FNTTC, 50)

F. Important New Testament Manuscripts

We are able to assess the importance of the following manuscripts from how
much of the Bible they include and from the dates that scholars have assigned to
them. Factors that help determine the age of a manuscript are:

» Materials used

* Letter size and form

* Punctuation

* Text divisions

* Ornamentation

* The color of the ink

* The texture and color of parchment (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 242—-246)
* Carbon-14 dating

1. John Rylands MS (AD 130)

The John Rylands MS, which we discussed briefly earlier in this chapter, is
located in the John Rylands Library of Manchester, England. Also known as
“P52,” it is the oldest extant fragment of the New Testament. “Because of its
early date and location (Egypt), some distance from the traditional place of
composition (Asia Minor), this portion of the Gospel of John tends to confirm
the traditional date of the composition of the Gospel about the end of the 1st
century.” (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 268)

Metzger speaks of defunct criticism: “Had this little fragment been known
during the middle of the past century, that school of New Testament criticism
which was inspired by the brilliant Tiibingen professor, Ferdinand Christian
Baur, could not have argued that the Fourth Gospel was not composed until
about the year 160.” (Metzger and Ehrman, TNT, 39)

2. Bodmer Papyrus II (AD 150-200)
Purchased in the 1950s and 1960s from a dealer in Egypt, the Bodmer



Papyrus 1I is located in the Bodmer Library of World Literature, and contains
most of John’s gospel. The most important discovery of New Testament papyri
since the Chester Beatty manuscripts (see below) was the acquisition of the
Bodmer Collection by the Library of World Literature at Cologny, near Geneva.
P66, dating from about AD 200 or earlier, contains 104 leaves of John 1:1—
6:11; 6:35b—14:26; and fragments of forty other pages, John 14-21. (Geisler and
Nix, GIB, 390) Regarding the dating of manuscripts in this collection, Metzger
and Ehrman write:

Herbert Hunger, the director of the papyrological collections in the National
Library at Vienna, dates [P]66 earlier, in the middle if not even in the first
half of the second century. . ..

P72, also a part of the collection, is the earliest copy of the epistle of Jude
and the two epistles of Peter. P75, still another early Biblical manuscript
acquired by M. Bodmer, is a single-quire codex of Luke and John. . . . The
editors, Victor Martin and Rodolphe Kaser, date this copy between AD 175
and 225. It is thus the earliest known copy of the Gospel according to Luke
and one of the earliest of the Gospel according to John. (Metzger and
Ehrman, TNT, 3940, 41)

3. The Diatessaron (c. AD 170)

This early harmony of the Gospels was produced in Syria. It has significance
as an early manuscript because the remaining copies, even though they are later
translations from it, bear witness to the earliest gospels. For more information,
see “Tatian,” in section V.A.6. of this chapter.

4. Chester Beatty Papyri (AD 200)

The manuscripts were purchased in the 1930s from a dealer in Egypt and are
located in the C. Beatty Museum in Dublin. This collection contains papyrus
codices, three of which contain major portions of the New Testament. (Bruce,
BP, 182)

In The Bible and Modern Scholarship, Sir Frederic Kenyon writes, “The net
result of this discovery—by far the most important since the discovery of the
Sinaiticus—is, in fact, to reduce the gap between the earlier manuscripts and the
traditional dates of the New Testament books so far that it becomes negligible in
any discussion of their authenticity. No other ancient book has anything like



such early and plentiful testimony to its text, and no unbiased scholar would
deny that the text that has come down to us is substantially sound.” (A detailed
listing of papyri may be seen in the Greek New Testaments published by United
Bible Societies and Nestle-Aland.) (Kenyon, BMS, 20)

5. Codex Vaticanus (AD 325-350)

Located in the Vatican Library, this manuscript contains nearly all of the
Bible. After a hundred years of textual criticism, many consider Vaticanus to be
one of the most trustworthy manuscripts of the New Testament text.

6. Codex Sinaiticus (AD 350)

This extremely significant manuscript is located in the British Library,
though the St. Catherine’s Monastery and libraries in Germany and in Russia
hold a few separate pages. In the Mount Sinai Monastery, celebrated biblical
scholar Constantin Von Tischendorf discovered this manuscript, which contains
almost all the New Testament and over half of the Old Testament, in 1859. The
monastery presented it to the Russian Czar, and the Soviet Union sold it to the
British government (and its people, who subscribed to share in the purchase) for
100,000 pounds on Christmas Day, 1933. For the gospel texts, its reliability is
considered second only to the Codex Vaticanus. For Acts, its reliability is equal
to the Codex Vaticanus, and for the epistles, its reliability is ranked first. (The
Codex Alexandrinus is considered better for the book of Revelation.)

The discovery of this manuscript is a fascinating story. Metzger relates the
interesting background leading to its discovery:

In 1844, when he was not yet thirty years of age, Tischendorf, a Privatdozent
in the University of Leipzig, began an extensive journey through the Near
East in search of Biblical manuscripts. While visiting the monastery of St.
Catherine at Mount Sinai, he chanced to see some leaves of parchment in a
waste-basket full of papers destined to light the oven of the monastery. On
examination these proved to be part of a copy of the Septuagint version of
the Old Testament, written in a nearly Greek uncial script. He retrieved from
the basket no fewer than forty-three such leaves, and the monk casually
remarked that two basket loads of similarly discarded leaves had already
been burned up! Later, when Tischendorf was shown other portions of the
same codex (containing all of Isaiah and I and II Maccabees), he warned the



monks that such things were too valuable to be used to stoke their fires. The
forty-three leaves which he was permitted to keep contained portions of I
Chronicles, Jeremiah, Nehemiah, and Esther, and upon returning to Europe
he deposited them in the university library at Leipzig, where they still
remain. In 1846 he published their contents, naming them the codex
Frederico-Augustanus (in honour of the King of Saxony, Frederick
Augustus, the discoverer’s sovereign and patron).

A second visit to the monastery by Tischendorf in 1853 produced no new
manuscripts because the monks were suspicious as a result of the enthusiasm
for the MS displayed during his first visit in 1844. He visited a third time in
1859, under the direction of the Czar of Russia, Alexander II. Shortly before
leaving, Tischendorf gave the steward of the monastery an edition of the
Septuagint that had been published by Tischendorf in Leipzig.

Thereupon the steward remarked that he too had a copy of the Septuagint,
and produced from a closet in his cell a manuscript wrapped in a red cloth.
There before the astonished scholar’s eyes lay the treasure which he had been
longing to see. Concealing his feelings, Tischendorf casually asked
permission to look at it further that evening. Permission was granted, and
upon retiring to his room Tischendorf stayed up all night in the joy of
studying the manuscript—for, as he declared in his diary (which as a scholar
he kept in Latin), quippe dormire nefas videbatur (“it really seemed a
sacrilege to sleep!”). He soon found that the document contained much more
than he had even hoped; for not only was most of the Old Testament there,
but also the New Testament was intact and in excellent condition. (Metzger,
TNT, 43-44)

7. Codex Alexandrinus (AD 400)

Located in the British Library, this manuscript was written in Greek in
Egypt, and contains almost the entire Bible.

8. Codex Ephraemi (AD 400s)

This codex is located in the Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris. “Its 5th century
origin and the evidence it supplies make it important for the text of certain
portions of the New Testament.” (Bruce, BP, 183) Every biblical book is
represented in the manuscript except 2 Thessalonians and 2 John. “This is a fifth
century document called a palimpsest. (A palimpsest is a manuscript in which



the original writing has been erased and then written over.) Through the use of
chemicals and painstaking effort, a scholar can read the original writing
underneath the overprinted text.” (Comfort, OB, 181)

9. Codex Bezae (c. AD 450)

The Codex Bezae, located in the Cambridge University Library, contains the
Gospels and Acts, not only in Greek but also in Latin.

10. Codex Washingtonensis (or Freericanus) (c. AD 450)

Containing the four gospels (Greenlee, INTTC, 39), this codex is located in
the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC.

11. Codex Claromontanus (AD 500s)

Codex Claromontanus is a bilingual collection of Pauline Epistles.

G. Patristic Quotations from the New Testament

All told, the sheer number of New Testament manuscripts and the earliness
of the extant manuscripts give us great reason to believe that the New Testament
accurately transmits the content of the autographs. But there’s more than that.
Metzger and Ehrman point out the huge number of quotations of Scripture
available from the writings of the early church fathers:

Besides textual evidence derived from New Testament Greek manuscripts
and from early versions, the textual critic has available the numerous
scriptural quotations included in the commentaries, sermons, and other
treatises written by the early Church fathers. Indeed, so extensive are these
citations that if all other sources for our knowledge of the text of the New
Testament were destroyed, they would be sufficient alone for the
reconstruction of practically the entire New Testament. (Metzger and
Ehrman, TNT, 126; cf. Greenlee, INTTC, 54)

1. Accuracy of Manuscripts Supported by Writings of the Early
Church Fathers

The patristic citations of Scripture are not primary witnesses to the text of the
New Testament, but they do serve an important secondary role. They give



substantial support to the existence of the twenty-seven authoritative books of
the New Testament canon. It is true that their quotations were often loose
(although in the case of some church fathers they were very accurate), but they
do at least reproduce the substantial content of the original text. Further, their
quotations are so numerous and widespread that at least an outline of the New
Testament and many of its crucial details could be reconstructed from their
writings if we had no manuscripts of the text itself.

2. Early Citations of the New Testament by the Church Fathers

Although quotations of Scripture among the church fathers up through the
thirteenth century number well over one million, of particular significance are
the quotations that date prior to (roughly) AD 325.

Porter and Pitts observe:

Quotations of the NT from early church fathers . . . play an important role in
reconstructing the NT text in that they give us insight into what text types
were available and in use when and where they wrote. In some cases, this
makes the church fathers a more certain source than Greek manuscripts since
the date and geographical location of the church fathers are usually easy to
ascertain. (Porter and Pitts, FNTTC, 69)

However, biblical scholar Joseph Angus offers these cautions concerning the
early patristic writings:

* Quotes are sometimes inaccurate.

» Some copyists were prone to mistakes or made intentional alterations.
(Angus, BH, 56)

Here is a selection of important early witnesses to the New Testament
manuscripts among the church fathers:

a. Clement of Rome (AD 95)

Origen, in De Principus, 11.3, calls Clement a disciple of the apostles.
(Anderson, BWG, 28) Tertullian, in Against Heresies, chapter 23, writes that
Peter appointed Clement. Irenaeus adds in his own Against Heresies, 111.3, that
Clement “had the preaching of the Apostles still echoing in his ears and their
doctrine in front of his eyes.” Clement quotes from the Synoptic Gospels, Acts, 1



Corinthians, Titus, Hebrews, and 1 Peter.

SCRIPTURE CITATIONS FROM SELECTED EARLY CHURCH

FATHERS

Writer Gospels | Acts | Pauline General Revelation | Totals

Epistles Epistles
Justin 268 10 43 6 3 (266 330
Martyr allusions)
Irenaeus 1,038 194 | 499 23 65 1,819
Clement 1,107 |44 1,127 207 11 2,496
(Alex.)
Origen 9,231 |349 |7,778 399 165 17,992
Tertullian | 3,822 |[502 |2,609 120 205 7,258
Hippolytus | 734 42 387 27 188 1,378
Eusebius 3,268 |211 |1,592 88 27 5,186
Grand 19,468 |1,352| 14,035 870 664 36,389
Totals

Chart’s content adapted from Geisler and Nix, FGTU, 138

b. Ignatius (AD 70-110)

Ignatius was the third bishop of Antioch (the apostle Peter is thought to have
been the first there). Ignatius was martyred. He had “been a hearer” of the
apostle John. (Jurgens vol. 1, 17) His seven epistles contain quotations from
Matthew, John, Acts, Romans, 1 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians,
Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, James, and 1 Peter.

c. Polycarp (AD 70—c. 156)

Martyred at eighty-six years of age, Polycarp was bishop of Smyrna
(modern-day Izmir) and a disciple of the apostle John. His second Letter to the



Philippians includes allusions and paraphrases that reflect his deep assimilation
of the New Testament letters and are nearly quotations from the following
books: Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Colossians, 1 Timothy,
Hebrews, 1 Peter, 1 and 2 John. The letter also cites Psalms, Proverbs, and Isaiah
from the Old Testament.

d. Clement of Alexandria (AD 150-212)

Clement’s 2,400 quotes of Scripture draw from all but three books of the
New Testament.

e. Tertullian (AD 160-220)

Tertullian was a presbyter of the church in Carthage. He quotes the New
Testament more than 7,000 times, of which 3,800 are from the Gospels.

f. Hippolytus (AD 170-235)
Hippolytus includes more than 1,300 quotes of Scripture.

g. Justin Martyr (AD 133)

Born into paganism, Justin studied various Greek philosophies before his
conversion. He battled the heretic Marcion and later was martyred in Rome. His
Apologies (defenses of the faith) either quote or allude to the four New
Testament gospels, along with 1 Corinthians and Hebrews, and to the Old
Testament books of Genesis, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, and Malachi.

h. Origen (AD 185-253/254)

This vociferous writer compiled more than six thousand works. He lists more
than eighteen thousand New Testament quotes. (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 353)

i. Cyprian (d. AD 258)

A bishop of Carthage, Cyprian used approximately 740 Old Testament
citations and 1,030 from the New Testament.

j. Others

Other early church fathers who quoted from the New Testament include
Barnabas (c. AD 70), Hernias (c. AD 95), Tatian (c. AD 170), and Irenaeus (c.



AD 170).
Geisler and Nix rightly conclude that

there were some 32,000 citations of the New Testament prior to the time of
the Council of Nicea (325). These 32,000 quotations are by no means
exhaustive, and they do not even include the fourth-century writers. Just
adding the number of references used by one other writer, Eusebius, who
flourished prior to and contemporary with the Council at Nicea, will bring
the total number of citations (prior to AD 325) of the New Testament to over
36,000. (Geisler and Nix, GIB, 353-354)

To all of the above we could add the later church fathers: Augustine,
Amabius, Laitantius, Chrysostom, Jerome, Gaius Romanus, Athanasius,
Ambrose of Milan, Cyril of Alexandria, Ephraem the Syrian, Hilary of Poitiers,

Gregory of Nyssa, and many others.?

H. Apocryphal Gospels

Stanley Porter and Andrew Pitts note how second-century apocryphal
gospels can also help reconstruct the original text of the NT:

A number of apocryphal Gospels (Jesus stories written in the second century
and beyond) can be dated roughly with the second century and can be used in
efforts to reconstruct the NT text as well, since they contain a number of
canonical Gospel parallels. However, because they are not continuous text
manuscripts of the NT, they must be used cautiously. (Porter and Pitts,
FNTTC, 103)

I. Did the Biblical Text Become Corrupted During
Transmission over Centuries?

In his popular book Misquoting Jesus, as well as his academic book The
Orthodox Corruption of Scripture, Bart Ehrman argues that there are both
accidental alterations in the text by scribes, but also intentional corruptions
where they aimed to change the text to fit a particular doctrinal agenda.
However, Porter and Pitts conclude that while

we must allow that certain scribes may have had doctrinal agendas that



impact their transmission of the text from time to time, this was the exception
rather than the rule. . . . Ancient scribes generally considered it their duty to
copy rather than interpret or alter the text to suit their or others’ doctrinal
beliefs. This is not to say doctrinal alterations did not happen from time to
time, but it certainly was not part of regular scribal practice. . . . This is
where Ehrman himself is inconsistent. He admits that doctrinally motivated
alteration was the exception, not the rule, but builds his entire case upon
variants that are often easily explained by using . . . standard transcriptional
probabilities. (Porter and Pitts, FNTTC, 119-20)

Dockery, Mathews, and Sloan have recently written, “For most of the
biblical text a single reading has been transmitted. Elimination of scribal errors
and intentional changes leaves only a small percentage of the text about which
any questions occur.” (Dockery et al., FBI, 176) They conclude: “It must be said
that the amount of time between the original composition and the next surviving
manuscript is far less for the New Testament than for any other work in Greek
literature. . . . Although there are certainly differences in many of the New
Testament manuscripts, not one fundamental doctrine of the Christian faith rests
on a disputed reading.” (Dockery et al., FBI, 182)

Additionally, according to textual expert Scott Carroll, “No biblical
discovery has ever undermined our confidence in scripture.” (Carroll, lecture,
2013) “In the last 130 years,” explains Daniel Wallace, “there has not been a
single manuscript discovery that has produced a new reading for the New
Testament that scholars think is authentic . . . not a single manuscript that tells us
a totally different story about Jesus.” He continues, “In about the second century
BC the rules for careful copying and textual criticism were developed heavily in
Alexandria, Egypt, which became the primary scholarly city in the ancient world
for book reproduction (before the New Testament was ever written). The New
Testament manuscripts became benefactors of that approach.” (Wallace, lecture,
2013)

J. Results of the Bibliographic Test

Scholars representing different types of expertise and different eras agree
that the text of the New Testament meets the first bibliographic test.

Even back in the late 1880s, leading biblical scholar F. J. A. Hort rightfully
noted that “in the variety and fullness of the evidence on which it rests the text of
the New Testament stands absolutely and unapproachably alone among ancient



prose writings.” (Hort and Westcott, NTOG, 561) In 1977 Greenlee stated, “The
number of available MSS of the New Testament is overwhelmingly greater than
those of any other work of ancient literature. . . . The earliest extant MSS of the
NT were written much closer to the date of the original writing than is the case
in almost any other piece of ancient literature.” (Greenlee, INTTC, 15)

The New Testament is the most remarkably preserved book of the ancient
world. Not only do we have a great number of manuscripts but they are very
close in time to the originals they represent. Some partial manuscripts of the
NT are from the second century AD, and many are within four centuries of
the originals. These facts are all the more amazing when they are compared
with the preservation of other ancient literature. (Glenny, PS, 95)

Montgomery says that “to be skeptical of the resultant text of the New
Testament books is to allow all of classical antiquity to slip into obscurity, for no
documents of the ancient period are as well attested bibliographically as the New
Testament.” (Montgomery, HC, 29)

Metzger and Ehrman put the large number of New Testament manuscripts
into perspective:

In contrast with these figures [of other ancient works], the textual critic of the
New Testament is embarrassed by a wealth of material. Furthermore, the
work of many ancient authors has been preserved only in manuscripts that
date from the Middle Ages (sometimes the late Middle Ages), far removed
from the time at which they lived and wrote. On the contrary, the time
between the composition of the books of the New Testament and the earliest
extant copies is relatively brief. Instead of a lapse of a millennium or more,
as is the case of not a few classical authors, several papyrus manuscripts of
portions of the New Testament are extant that were copied within a century
or so after the composition of the original documents. (Metzger and Ehrman,
TNT, 51)

Leading Old Testament scholar Walter Kaiser reports that no time before the
present has witnessed such unprecedented confirmation of “biblical events,
persons, and historical settings as we have during the past century of ongoing,
successful archaeological exploration.” (Kaiser, ASB, ix)

Sir Frederic G. Kenyon, a British paleontologist and classical Biblical



scholar, was also the director and principal librarian of the British Museum
(1889-1931) and second to none in authority for issuing statements about MSS.
He stated that besides number, the manuscripts of the New Testament differ
from those of the classical authors. In no other case is the interval of time
between the composition of the book and the date of the earliest extant
manuscripts so short as in that of the New Testament. The books of the New
Testament were written in the latter part of the first century; the earliest extant
manuscripts (trifling scraps excepted) are of the fourth century—say from 250 to
300 years later. This may sound a considerable interval, but it is nothing
compared to that which separates most of the great classical authors from their
earliest manuscripts. We believe that we have in all essentials an accurate text of
the seven extant plays of Sophocles; yet the earliest substantial manuscript upon
which it is based was written more than 1400 years after the poet’s death.
(Kenyon, HTCNT, 4)

To be skeptical of the resultant text of the New Testament books is to
allow all of classical antiquity to slip into obscurity, for no documents
of the ancient period are as well attested bibliographically as the New

Testament.

John Warwick Montgomery

Kenyon elsewhere noted, “The interval then between the dates of original
composition and the earliest extant evidence becomes so small as to be in fact
negligible, and the last foundation for any doubt that the Scriptures have come
down to us substantially as they were written has now been removed. Both the
authenticity and the general integrity of the books of the New Testament may be
regarded as finally established.” (Kenyon, BA, 288) Since Kenyon wrote this,
his conclusions have been verified by modern-day biblical scholarship.

IV. Internal Evidence Test for the
Reliability of the New Testament

A. Benefit of the Doubt

Regarding the internal evidence test, John Warwick Montgomery reports that



literary critics still follow Aristotle’s dictum that “the benefit of the doubt is to
be given to the document itself, not arrogated by the critic to himself.”
Therefore, “one must listen to the claims of the document under analysis, and
not assume fraud or error unless the author disqualified himself by
contradictions or known factual inaccuracies.” (Montgomery, EA, 29)

Robert M. Horn amplifies this point:

Think for a moment about what needs to be demonstrated concerning a
“difficulty” in order to transfer it into the category of a valid argument
against doctrine. Certainly much more is required than the mere appearance
of a contradiction. First, we must be certain that we have correctly
understood the passage, the sense in which it uses words or numbers.
Second, that we possess all available knowledge in this matter. Third, that no
further light can possibly be thrown on it by advancing knowledge, textual
research, archaeology, etc. . ..

Difficulties do not constitute objections. Unsolved problems are not of
necessity errors. This is not to minimize the area of difficulty; it is to see it in
perspective. Difficulties are to be grappled with and problems are to drive us
to seek clearer light; but until such time as we have total and final light on
any issue we are in no position to affirm, “Here is a proven error, an
unquestionable objection to an infallible Bible.” It is common knowledge
that countless “objections” have been fully resolved since this century began.
(Horn, BTSI, 86-87)

B. Is the Document Free of Known Contradictions?

He was known around the seminary as the man who had learned more than
thirty languages, most of them languages of Old Testament times in the Middle
Eastern world. Gleason Archer, who taught for more than thirty years at the
graduate seminary level in the field of biblical criticism, gives the following
modest description of his qualifications to discern the meaning of difficult
biblical texts:

As an undergraduate at Harvard, I was fascinated by apologetics and biblical
evidences; so I labored to obtain a knowledge of the languages and cultures
that have any bearing on biblical scholarship. As a classics major in college,
I received training in Latin and Greek, also in French and German. At
seminary I majored in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Arabic; and in post-graduate



years | became involved in Syriac and Akkadian, to the extent of teaching
elective courses in each of these subjects. Earlier, during my final two years
of high school, I had acquired a special interest in Middle Kingdom Egyptian
studies, which was furthered as I later taught courses in this field. At the
Oriental Institute in Chicago, I did specialized study in Eighteenth Dynasty
historical records and also studied Coptic and Sumerian. Combined with this
work in ancient languages was a full course of training at law school, after
which I was admitted to the Massachusetts Bar in 1939. This gave me a
thorough grounding in the field of legal evidences. (Archer, NIEBD, 11).

Archer, in the foreword to his New International Encyclopedia of Bible
Difficulties, gives this testimony about the internal consistency of the Bible:

As I have dealt with one apparent discrepancy after another and have studied
the alleged contradictions between the biblical record and the evidence of
linguistics, archaeology, or science, my confidence in the trustworthiness of
Scripture has been repeatedly verified and strengthened by the discovery that
almost every problem in Scripture that has ever been discovered by man,
from ancient times until now, has been dealt with in a completely satisfactory
manner by the biblical text itself—or else by objective archaeological
information. The deductions that may be validly drawn from ancient
Egyptian, Sumerian, or Akkadian documents all harmonize with the biblical
record; and no properly trained evangelical scholar has anything to fear from
the hostile arguments and challenges of humanistic rationalists or detractors
of any and every persuasion. (Archer, NIEBD, 12)

Archer concludes,

There is a good and sufficient answer in Scripture itself to refute every
charge that has ever been leveled against it. But this is only to be expected
from the kind of book the Bible asserts itself to be, the inscripturation of the
infallible, inerrant Word of the Living God. (Archer, NIEBD, 12)

Students of the Bible are often troubled to find statements in the Bible that
appear to contradict other statements in the Bible. And, time and again, the
apparent contradictions can be resolved with a little research. For example, one
of my (Josh’s) associates had always wondered why the books of Matthew and



Acts gave conflicting versions of the death of Judas Iscariot. Matthew relates
that Judas died by hanging himself. But Acts says that Judas fell headlong in a
field, and “he burst open in the middle and all his entrails gushed out” (Acts
1:18). My friend was perplexed as to how both accounts could be true. He
theorized that Judas must have hanged himself off the side of a cliff, the rope
gave way, and he fell headlong into the field below. It would be the only way a
fall into a field could burst open a body. Sure enough, several years later on a
trip to the Holy Land, my friend was shown the traditional site of Judas’s death:
a field at the bottom of a cliff outside Jerusalem.

As I have dealt with one apparent discrepancy after another and have
studied the alleged contradictions between the biblical record and the
evidence of linguistics, archaeology, or science, my confidence in the
trustworthiness of Scripture has been repeatedly verified and
strengthened.

Gleason Archer

C. Principles of Interpreting Ancient Literature

The allegations of error in the Bible are usually based on a failure to
recognize basic principles of interpreting ancient literature. Such principles can
help one discern whether there is truly an error or contradiction in the literature
—in this case, the Bible. For a description of seventeen principles for resolving
seeming contradictions in Scripture, see chapter 26, “Alleged Contradictions in
the Old Testament.”

D. The New Testament Writers Were Eyewitnesses to Events
They Describe

The writers of the New Testament wrote as eyewitnesses or from firsthand
information. The books of the New Testament make claims such as the
following:

“Inasmuch as many have taken in hand to set in order a narrative of those
things which have been fulfilled among us, just as those who from the
beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word delivered them to us,



it seemed good to me also, having had perfect understanding of all things
from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most excellent
Theophilus.” — Luke 1:1-3

“For we did not follow cunningly devised fables when we made known to you
the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but were eyewitnesses of His
majesty.” — 2 Peter 1:16

“That which we have seen and heard we declare to you, that you also may
have fellowship with us; and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with
His Son Jesus Christ.” — 1 John 1:3

“ ‘Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a Man attested by
God to you by miracles, wonders, and signs which God did through Him in
your midst, as you yourselves also know.” — Acts 2:22

“And he who has seen has testified, and his testimony is true; and he knows
that he is telling the truth, so that you may believe.” — John 19:35

“Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate
being governor of Judea, Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip
tetrarch of Iturea and the region of Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of
Abilene . ..” — Luke 3:1

“Now as he thus made his defense, Festus said with a loud voice, ‘Paul, you
are beside yourself! Much learning is driving you mad!’ But he said, ‘I am
not mad, most noble Festus, but speak the words of truth and reason. For the
king, before whom I also speak freely, knows these things; for I am
convinced that none of these things escapes his attention, since this thing was
not done in a corner.” ” — Acts 26:24-26

E. Undesigned Coincidences

Reviving the work of Christian writers of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, philosopher Lydia McGrew shows that the reliability of the Gospels is
supported by what is known as the argument from undesigned coincidences.

An undesigned coincidence is a notable connection between two or more
accounts or texts that doesn’t seem to have been planned by the person or people



giving the accounts. Despite their apparent independence, the items fit together
like pieces of a puzzle. (McGrew, HIPV, 12)

Such coincidences crisscross the Gospels, forming a tight web of casual
interconnections best explained by the truth of the accounts.

1. Undesigned Coincidences Between the Gospel of Luke and the
Other Gospels

For example, a subtle coincidence between Matthew and Luke shows that
these authors had independent access to the names of Jesus’ followers and even
to the inner workings of Herod’s household.

When Herod heard of Jesus and his miracles, the Gospels report that he was
rather disconcerted and even worried that John the Baptist might have
returned from death. . . . Matthew’s account of Herod’s perplexity contains a
unique detail—that Herod was musing about Jesus’ identity to his servants. .
. . Why does Matthew specify that Herod spoke about this to his servants?
Even more to the point, how could Matthew know, in the usual course of
events, what Herod was saying to his servants? (McGrew, HIPV, 87-88)

The answer comes in the fact that one of Jesus’ followers was Joanna, the
wife of Chuza, Herod’s household manager. This is noted in an entirely different
context in Luke 8:1-3.

This passage is not in any way about Herod or about his comments
concerning Jesus. Luke is merely listing those who accompanied Jesus at this
point in his ministry. . . . In other words, Luke says that a follower of Jesus
(or at any rate the husband of a devout follower of Jesus) was found among
the important servants of Herod’s household. It was therefore quite natural
that information about Herod’s doings and about his reaction to the stories of
Jesus should come back to the community of Jesus’ followers and make it
into Matthew’s Gospel. If Herod knew that one of his servants was
connected to Jesus through his wife, it would also make sense that he would
be discussing this matter with his servants and giving his own superstitious
conclusions about Jesus’ true identity.

The indirectness of this coincidence is particularly lovely. Only one part of
the puzzle is found in each Gospel, and the connection cannot possibly be the
result of design. It is beyond belief that Luke would have inserted this casual



reference to Chuza in a list unconnected in any other way with Herod or with
the beheading of John, in order to provide a convenient explanation for the
detail about Herod’s servants mentioned only in Matthew. This coincidence
provides clear evidence of the independence of Matthew and Luke and
confirms them both. (McGrew, HIPV, 88—89)

Undesigned coincidences occur in all parts of the Gospels, and some concern
miracles. In John 18:36, Jesus tells Pilate that his kingdom is not of this world. If
his kingdom were earthly, says Jesus, his servants would fight. This raises a
question.

[T]he careful reader of John knows from a scene earlier in the same chapter
that one of Jesus’ servants, Simon Peter, did fight, maiming someone, to
prevent Jesus from being delivered over to the Jews. Had Pilate inquired into
Jesus’ claim of unworldly peacefulness, wouldn’t Malchus have been
produced, bloody and earless, as evidence for the belligerence of Jesus’
disciples and of his movement? Why (based only on John) would Jesus make
this argument, knowing that such evidence could be produced against him?
(McGrew, HIPV, 56)

The undesigned coincidence lies in the fact that Luke’s gospel, though
almost certainly written earlier than John’s, explains John at just this point, since
Luke 22:51 says that Jesus had healed the ear.

Only Luke says that Jesus healed the servant’s ear, though Matthew and
Mark also recount that the ear was cut off. . . . Luke supplies a unique detail
within a passage that is in some respects similar to the other Synoptic
Gospels. And . . . this detail is confirmed by an undesigned coincidence. If it
is true that Jesus healed the servant’s ear, it explains Jesus’ words to Pilate,
though those words are given only in John. Jesus could confidently declare
that his kingdom is not of this world and even say that his servants would be
fighting if his kingdom were not peaceful. If anyone tried to say that Peter
cut off a servant’s ear, the wounded servant himself could not be produced to
show this, and an admission that Jesus healed the ear would be further
evidence of Jesus’ nonviolent intentions, not to mention evidence of his
miraculous abilities. This undesigned coincidence thus confirms John’s and
Luke’s separate accounts of the events of Jesus’ passion and trial. (McGrew,



HIPV, 56-57)
McGrew concludes,

The argument from undesigned coincidences tells us something about what
the authors of these documents were like. What picture of the author of the
Gospel of John emerges from what we have seen? It is a picture of a careful
recorder with a vivid and meticulous memory, someone with his own,
independent, close access to the facts, someone who is not inventing,
massaging, or exaggerating his data. . . . These authors have primarily a
testimonial project rather than a literary or redactive one. They are honest
witnesses giving their reports and honest historians relating witness reports—
emphasizing and mentioning different details, to be sure, but ultimately
aiming to tell what really happened. The providential provision of four
Gospels gives us a three-dimensional view of the events. (McGrew, HIPV,
226)

2. Undesigned Coincidences Between Acts and the Epistles of
Paul

Undesigned coincidences also support the reliability of the book of Acts and
its authorship by the physician Luke, a close companion of Paul, as Paul notes in
three of his letters (Col. 4:14; Philemon 1:24; 2 Tim. 4:11).

Luke traveled extensively with Paul on his missionary journeys, beginning
with Acts 16, verses 9 and 10, where statements describing Paul’s travel start to
use “we” as the subject. When Paul embarked on his return to Jerusalem in Acts
20, again the pronouns “us” and “we” identify Luke’s presence, including at
their meeting with James and “all the elders” in Jerusalem (Acts 21:17-20).
When Paul’s presence in the Jerusalem temple led to a riot and his unjust arrest,
the Roman military took him under escort to Caesarea where Felix retained him
under custody for over two years. Acts describes in detail each of Paul’s
speeches at the hearings of his case in both Jerusalem and Caesarea. When Paul
as a Roman citizen finally had to appeal to Caesar (Acts 26:30-32), we read, “It
was decided that we should sail for Italy,” and Luke again traveled with Paul on
his shipwrecked voyage en route to Rome (Acts 27:1—28:31).

In Acts 18:1-5 we are told that, while Paul was in Corinth, he worked at
tentmaking during the week and reasoned in the synagogue on the Sabbath. But,
says Acts 18:5, “when Silas and Timothy came down from Macedonia, Paul



began devoting himself completely to the word, solemnly testifying to the Jews
that Jesus was the Christ.” (NASB)
McGrew points out,

What these verses convey is that Paul became particularly dedicated to
preaching after the arrival of Silas and Timothy from Macedonia. Why
should this be? It is difficult to imagine a person more continuously
dedicated at all times to preaching than the Apostle Paul! Why should the
arrival of Timothy and Silas make any difference? . . .

Prior to the arrival of Silas and Timothy, Paul works during the week at
tentmaking and dedicates himself to preaching only on the Sabbath, when
manual labor is forbidden to him as a Jew. After Silas and Timothy arrive, he
is suddenly able to devote himself to preaching all the time and no longer has
to work at his trade. What this suggests is that Silas and Timothy brought
money to Paul from Macedonia. (McGrew, HIPV, 157-158)

This theory is confirmed in Paul’s own second letter to the Corinthians:
“And when I was present with you, and in need, I was a burden to no one, for
what I lacked the brethren who came from Macedonia supplied” (2 Cor. 11:9).

McGrew comments,

The delicacy of the confirmation is its greatest strength. Acts does not state
that money came from Macedonia with Paul’s co-workers, yet the hypothesis
that it did both explains Acts and coincides perfectly with the epistles.
(McGrew, HIPV, 158)

The author of Acts even seems to have known of Paul’s intended travel
arrangements for himself and his companions before Paul made certain trips.
Acts 19:19-22 says that Paul sent Timothy and Erastus on ahead from Ephesus
to Macedonia and that he himself was planning later to travel to Macedonia, then
to Greece, and eventually to Jerusalem, corresponding to Paul’s travel plans in 1
Corinthians 16. First Corinthians also says (1 Cor. 4:17; 16:10) that Paul had
already sent Timothy to Corinth and that they were to respect him if and when
he came, with the implication that the epistle itself would arrive before Timothy.
The geography of the region shows how this was possible.

Timothy . . . would have eventually traveled to Corinth in a somewhat



roundabout fashion. But there is a direct sea route from Ephesus to Corinth
by which Paul could have sent his epistle. . . . [W]ith a good wind, a letter
could travel from Ephesus to Corinth fairly quickly. . ..

This beautifully brings together the implications of both the epistle and
Acts, providing strong reason to believe that Paul wrote I Corinthians from
Ephesus after making these plans and sending Timothy ahead, at about Acts
19.22 when he “stayed in Asia for a while.” (McGrew, HIPV, 164-165)

3. Conclusion Regarding Luke’s Role as a Historian

McGrew points out what all of this means for the big picture.

Given the minute, one might even say boring, details in Acts of Paul’s life
and travels corroborated by this study . . . the idea that [the author of Acts]
was writing in any sense a work of fiction can be readily dismissed. The
picture of that author, who is also the author of Luke, comes shining through
as exactly what Christian tradition has always held him to be—a close
companion of Paul, a man who knew the apostles and had access to
eyewitnesses, and a careful, conscientious historian. (McGrew, HIPV, 226)

McGrew also notes,

As the cumulative case from undesigned coincidences mounts up, it becomes
increasingly difficult to deny that the author of Acts knew Paul and his
travels personally and reported them reliably, though not exhaustively. The
picture that emerges from these coincidences is also that of someone who
had a strong drive to note and record meticulously.

The author of Acts as he emerges in these chapters would have had both
the opportunity and the motivation to speak with the principal characters in
the earliest chapters of Acts, such as Peter and John, and with others who had
witnessed events such as Pentecost. Hence, . . . the undesigned coincidences
concerning Paul, his travels, his companions, and his imprisonment support
the conclusion that what Acts records about the first public teaching of the
apostles, the founding of the Christian movement, and the -earliest
persecution of the apostles is historically trustworthy. Acts is a primary
historical source showing that the disciples were willing to risk death for
their public proclamation, as eyewitnesses, that Jesus of Nazareth was risen
from the dead. (McGrew, HIPV, 218)



F. Summary of the Internal Evidence Test

F. F. Bruce says concerning the primary-source value of the New Testament
records:

The earliest preachers of the gospel knew the value of . . . firsthand
testimony, and appealed to it time and again. “We are witnesses of these
things,” was their constant and confident assertion. And it can have been by
Nno means so easy as some writers seem to think to invent words and deeds of
Jesus in those early years, when so many of His disciples were about, who
could remember what had and had not happened.

And it was not only friendly eyewitnesses that the early preachers had to
reckon with; there were others less well-disposed who were also conversant
with the main facts of the ministry and death of Jesus. The disciples could
not afford to risk inaccuracies (not to speak of willful manipulation of the
facts), which would at once be exposed by those who would be only too glad
to do so. On the contrary, one of the strong points in the original apostolic
preaching is the confident appeal to the knowledge of the hearers; they not
only said, “We are witnesses of these things,” but also, “As you yourselves
also know” (Acts 2:22). Had there been any tendency to depart from the facts
in any material respect, the possible presence of hostile witnesses in the
audience would have served as a further corrective. (Bruce, NTD, 33, 44—-46)

But some might contend, “Come on, that’s only what the writers claimed. A
pseudo-author writing a century or more after the fact can claim anything.”

The fact is, however, that the books of the New Testament were not written
down a century or more after the events they described, but during the lifetimes
of those involved in the accounts themselves. Therefore, scholars should regard
the New Testament today as a competent primary source document from the first
century. (Montgomery, HC, 34-35)

Further, New Testament scholar Richard Bauckham has carefully assessed
the frequency of names in first-century Palestine. Among Jews of this period
there were a small number of popular names and a large number of rare ones. In
support of its authenticity, Bauckham notes: “The percentages [of names] for
men in the New Testament thus correlate remarkably closely with those for the
population in general. . . . Thus the names of Palestinian Jews in the Gospels and
Acts coincide very closely with the names of the general population of Jewish
Palestine in this period, but not to the names of the Jews in the Diaspora. In this



light it becomes very unlikely that the names in the Gospels are late accretions to
the traditions. Outside Palestine the appropriate names simply could not have
been chosen.” (Bauckham, JE, 73—74) Then he offers a fitting conclusion:

Onomastics (the study of names) is a significant resource for assessing the
origins of Gospel traditions. The evidence . . . shows that the relative
frequency of the various personal names in the Gospels corresponds well to
the relative frequency in the full database of three thousand individual
instances of names in the Palestinian Jewish sources of the period. This
correspondence is very unlikely to have resulted from addition of names to
the traditions, even within Palestinian Jewish Christianity, and could not
possibly have resulted from the addition of names to the traditions outside
Jewish Palestine, since the pattern of Jewish name usage in the Diaspora was
very different. The usages of the Gospels also correspond closely to the
variety of ways in which persons bearing the same very popular names could
be distinguished in Palestinian Jewish usage. Again these features of the New
Testament data would be difficult to explain as a result of random invention
of names within Palestinian Jewish Christianity and impossible to explain as
the result of such invention outside Jewish Palestine. All the evidence
indicates the general authenticity of the personal names in the Gospels. This
underlines the plausibility of the suggestion . . . as to the significance of
many of these names: that they indicate the eyewitness sources of the
individual stories in which they occur. (Bauckham, JE, 84)

Skeptics have also doubted that the apostles could have remembered the
events accurately. Bauckham has noted nine features of events that are best
remembered. Overall, the Gospels fit these categories well, which increases our
confidence that the traditions have been preserved reliably. (Bauckham, JE, 341—
346)

* Unique or unusual events. The gospel stories clearly fit this category, as
many of the events, such as healings and exorcisms, are unmistakably
unusual.

» Salient or consequential events. Gospel stories often involve landmark or
life changing events that would create vivid memories in people who
witnessed them.

* An event for which a person is emotionally involved. The gospel writers



were not dispassionate observers, but were personally invested and
emotionally involved in the events themselves. They were deeply affected
by the events.

* Vivid imagery. The gospel stories have little vivid imagery. Mark tends to
have more than the other gospels, but it is difficult to know if this imagery
is the result of Mark being close to the events or being a good storyteller.

* Irrelevant details. There are some irrelevant details in the Gospels, but most
details have been preserved because of their significance and memorability.
However, as Bauckham notes, the lack of irrelevant details is not evidence
against eyewitness provenance.

* Point of view. People remembering events and stories often switch point of
view in how they tell the story. And this occurs regularly in the Gospels.
The gospel of Mark, for instance, does this to show that Mark is preserving
the eyewitness testimony of Peter.

* Dating. People typically remember details about events, such as location,
actions, time of day, emotions, and persons involved, but dates are not
common. The Gospels fit this characteristic of memory, in which the
recorded events only include indications of dating for specific reasons.

* Gist and details. The overall gist of a memory is likely to be accurate, even
if details vary. We see this pattern in the Gospels (e.g., Matt 26:58, 69-75;
Mark 14:54; Luke 22:54-62; John 18:15-18, 25-27).

* Frequent rehearsal. Stories that were told frequently were more likely to
become standardized in a certain form and better remembered. As
Bauckham notes, we can be sure the apostles told the stories of Jesus
frequently after the events.

V. External Evidence Test for the
Reliability of the New Testament

After many years of careful study, Ravi Zacharias concludes by noting not only
the variety, quantity, and elapsed time between the gospel events and the
manuscripts, but also the range of documents that could support or challenge the
scriptures—in short, those written from an external perspective: “In real terms,
the New Testament is easily the best attested ancient writing in terms of the
sheer number of documents, the time span between the events and the document,



and the variety of documents available to sustain or contradict it. There is
nothing in ancient manuscript evidence to match such textual availability and
integrity.” (Zacharias, CMLWG, 162)

“Do other historical materials confirm or deny the internal testimony
provided by the documents themselves?” (Montgomery, HC, 31) In other words,
what sources are there—apart from the literature under analysis—that
substantiate its accuracy, reliability, and authenticity?

A. Supporting Evidence from Early Christian Writers Who
Quote or Paraphrase the Bible

1. Eusebius

In his Ecclesiastical History 111.39, Eusebius preserves writings of Papias,
bishop of Hierapolis (AD c. 60-130), in which Papias reports sayings of “the
Elder.” There is an ongoing dialogue between scholars about whether “the
Elder” is a reference to the apostle John.

The Elder used to say this also: “Mark, having been the interpreter of Peter,
wrote down accurately all that he (Peter) mentioned, whether sayings or doings
of Christ, not, however, in order. For he was neither a hearer nor a companion of
the Lord; but afterwards, as I said, he accompanied Peter, who adapted his
teachings as necessity required, not as though he were making a compilation of
the sayings of the Lord. So then Mark made no mistake writing down in this way
some things as he [Peter] mentioned them; for he paid attention to this one thing,
not to omit anything that he had heard, not to include any false statement among
them.” (Eusebius, EH, III.39). Papias also comments about the gospel of
Matthew: “Matthew recorded the oracles in the Hebrew (i.e., Aramaic) tongue.”
(Eusebius, EH, II1.39)

2. Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons

Irenaeus was a student of Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna. Polycarp had been a
disciple of John the apostle. Around AD 180 Irenaeus wrote: “So firm is the
ground upon which these Gospels rest, that the very heretics themselves bear
witness to them, and, starting from these [documents], each one of them
endeavors to establish his own particular doctrine.” (AH, I11.11.7)

The four gospels had become so axiomatic in the Christian world that
Irenaeus could refer to the fourfold gospel as an established and recognized fact
as obvious as the four cardinal points of the compass:



For as there are four quarters of the world in which we live, and four
universal winds, and as the Church is dispersed over all the earth, and the
gospel is the pillar and base of the Church and the breath of life, so it is
natural that it should have four pillars, breathing immortality from every
quarter and kindling the life of men anew. Whence it is manifest that the
Word, the architect of all things, who sits upon the cherubim and holds all
things together, having been manifested to men, has given us the gospel in
fourfold form, but held together by one Spirit. (Irenaeus, AH, I11.11.8)

3. Clement of Rome

Clement assumed the words of Jesus were passed down faithfully. For
instance, First Clement 13 (c. AD 95) says, “We should especially remember the
words the Lord Jesus spoke when teaching about gentleness and patience. For he
said, ‘Show mercy, that you may be shown mercy; forgive, that it may be
forgiven you. As you do, so it will be done to you; as you give, so it will be
given to you, as you judge, so you will be judged, as you show kindness, so will
kindness be shown to you; the amount you dispense will be the amount you
receive.” (ANF, 1.57-58; Scripture allusions in this passage are to Matt. 5:7;
6:14, 15; 7:1, 2, 12; Luke 6:31, 36-38)

4, Ignatius

Ignatius served as bishop of Antioch from AD 70-110. Polycarp and
Irenaeus both report that Ignatius died as a martyr for his faith (Polycarp,
Philippians 10.13; Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 5.28). According to Professor of
Church History Hubertus R. Drobner, “Byzantine hagiography identified him
[Ignatius] as the child whom Jesus displayed to the disciples as an example
(Matt 18:2 par), whereas Jerome took him to be a disciple of the Apostle John.
Both reports remain hypothetical, but there is no doubt that as far as his time and
theology are concerned, Ignatius was close to the apostles.” (Drobner, FC, 50)

Although some scholars question his eventual martyrdom, there is little
doubt Ignatius believed the resurrection was a historical event (see Letter to the
Magnesians 11) and was willing to die as a martyr so he could imitate Christ.
According to Ignatius: “I am God’s wheat, and I am ground by the teeth of wild
beasts that I may be found pure bread [of Christ].” (Ignatius, Romans 4:1).

Ignatius gave credence to the Scripture by the way he based his faith on the
accuracy of the Bible. He had ample material and witnesses to support the



trustworthiness of the Scriptures.

5. Polycarp

Polycarp was a disciple of John and was martyred at eighty-six years of age
for his relentless devotion to Christ and the Scriptures. Polycarp’s death
demonstrated his trust in the accuracy of the Scripture.

About 155, in the reign of Antoninus Pius, when a local persecution was
taking place in Smyrna and several of his members had been martyred, he
was singled out as the leader of the Church, and marked for martyrdom.
When asked to recant and live, he is reputed to have said, “Eighty and six
years have I served Him, and He hath done me no wrong. How can I speak
evil of my King who saved me?” He was burned at the stake, dying a heroic
martyr for his faith. (Moyer, WWWCH, 337)

6. Tatian

Tatian created the first “harmony of the Gospels,” the Diatessaron. His work
indicates that the four gospels were both widely known and widespread by the
mid-to late second century. Diatessaron means “a harmony of four parts.” The
Greek words dia tessaron literally mean “through four.” (Bruce, BP, 195) This
synthesis of the Gospels, which selectively omitted the genealogies and some
duplicates of incidents, was used in Syrian congregational reading for two
centuries. The manuscript pages that remain are very helpful in analyzing the
specific wording of the gospel texts. They are often older and they draw upon
even older gospel manuscripts.

Eusebius, in Ecclesiastical History IV.29, wrote: “Their former leader Tatian
composed in some way a combination and collection of the Gospels, and gave
this the name of THE DIATESSARON, and this is still extant in some places.”

B. Eight Different Tests for the Accuracy of the New
Testament Accounts

When Lee Strobel set out to discover the truth about Christianity, he met
with New Testament scholar Craig Blomberg, an expert on the biographies of
Jesus. Having completed a Master of Studies in Law degree from Yale Law
School, Strobel wanted to see if the biographies of Jesus stand up against
scrutiny, in the same way an attorney would evaluate the story of a defendant on



trial. One by one, they applied the eight different tests.

1. The Intention Test

This test evaluates whether the purported story was written with the intention
of being treated as historical fact. For instance, nobody treats “The Boy who
Cried Wolf ” story as historical, because it fails the intention test. It was written
for a lesson, not for historical purposes.

What about the story of Jesus? Are Jesus’ biographies written merely for
nonhistorical purposes, to convey wise sayings, for example? The Gospels do
not leave such an impression. The introduction for the book of Luke gives a
clear indication of its purpose:

Many people have set out to write accounts about the events that have been
fulfilled among us. They used the eyewitness reports circulating among us
from the early disciples. Having carefully investigated everything from the
beginning, I also have decided to write an accurate account for you, most
honorable Theophilus, so you can be certain of the truth of everything you
were taught. (Luke 1:1-4, NLT)

Eighty and six years have I served Him, and He hath done me no
wrong. How can I speak evil of my King who saved me?

Polycarp (a disciple of John) just before being burned alive
for his faith at age eighty-six

John makes a similar statement when he writes “But these are written so that
you may continue to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that
by believing in him you will have life by the power of his name” (John 20:31
NLT). When John penned that statement, he had just finished describing the
resurrection of Jesus and several post-death appearances of Jesus. If John did not
intend for the resurrection to be taken historically, why would he expect his
readers to be convinced “that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God”?

Matthew and Mark do not contain descriptions of their intent, but a close
look at their writing habits helps determine what they were intending to
communicate. According to Craig Blomberg, “There’s an important piece of
implicit evidence that can’t be overlooked. Consider the way the gospels are



written—in a sober and responsible fashion, with accurate incidental details,
with obvious care and exactitude. You don’t find the outlandish flourishes and

blatant mythologizing that you see in a lot of other ancient writing.5 What does
all that add up to? It seems quite apparent that the goal of the gospel writers was
to attempt to record what had actually occurred.” (quoted in Strobel, CFC, 50—
51)

2. The Ability Test

The second test examines the ability of the authors to write down accurately
the historical details of their story. Although they may have had good intentions
to record history, were they capable of actually doing it? Did they know it well
enough themselves?

Eyewitnesses like those who were the companions of Jesus would be the
most qualified people to pass this test. Matthew was one of the twelve disciples
of Jesus. Mark was an associate of Peter, a disciple of Jesus. Luke was a
companion to Paul, who claimed to have personally encountered Jesus on his
way to Damascus. John was also a disciple of Jesus, and one of the “inner three”
of the twelve, alongside Peter.

Some have doubted that the New Testament writers were able to report
accurately because there was a significant gap of years between the time of the
events and the date of writing. However, it is important to understand the culture
of the writers. Written material was not nearly as commonplace as it is today.
During this time in the Jewish culture, communication was primarily oral.
Memorization, even of entire books, was common and natural for them. So it is
reasonable to suggest that the disciples of Jesus were committing to memory
what they heard from Jesus, especially the teachings which ended up in their
biographies. Blomberg points out that 80 to 90 percent of Jesus’ words were
originally in poetic form. “This doesn’t mean stuff that rhymes,” he cautions,
“but it has meter, balanced lines, parallelism, and so forth—and this would have
created a great memory help.” (Strobel, CFC, 54)

3. The Character Test

The next test looks at the character of the authors of the purported history.
Perhaps they intended for their story to be taken historically, but intentionally
lied about certain details. Did they have malicious intent that would produce an
altered version of what actually happened?



For the gospel writers, there is no good reason to suggest that this was the
case. The stories they write point toward an incredibly high standard of moral
living. Are we to believe that some of the world’s greatest ethical teachings
came from unethical people? While possible, this hardly seems the most
reasonable conclusion. Secondly, there’s no reason to suggest that they had
motives for material or societal gain. In fact, as I (Sean) demonstrate in The Fate
of the Apostles, the twelve apostles, as well as Paul and James the brother of
Jesus, were willing to suffer and even die for their conviction that they had seen
the risen Jesus. There is no evidence any of them recanted, and we have good
reason to believe that some of them died as martyrs.

Additionally, the principle of embarrassment is a criterion that looks at
ancient writings to see if there are hard, embarrassing, or unfavorable details
about the author(s) or with the story’s purpose. If such details exist, positive
conclusions can be made about the integrity of the author(s).

The principle of embarrassment can readily be applied to the Gospels’
accounts. For instance: James, Jesus’ own brother, is reported as being among
those who thought Jesus was crazy (Mark 3:20; John 7:5). Why would a pious
leader of the early church be cast in such a negative light, if not for sake of
accuracy? Another example is in Mark 13:32 where, in the same breath, Jesus
declares that he is the Son of God and that he does not know the time of his
Second Coming. If Mark were attempting to fabricate his own story of Jesus,
why would he set himself up for such a difficult theological dilemma?

Even further, why would all four gospels mention that women were the first
witnesses of the empty tomb? In that time, a report from a woman was
considered less reliable than that of a man, especially if it dealt with crucial
matters. Also, why are the disciples of Jesus—those who became the highest
authoritative figures in the early church—repeatedly shown as C students during
their time with Christ (Matthew 28:17; Mark 8:14-21, 31-33; 9:31, 32; 10:35-
40; John 18:25-26; 20:19)? The fact that all these hard, embarrassing, and
unattractive stories exist in the Scriptures indicates that the authors were more
interested in accuracy than reputability.

4. The Consistency Test

With this test we ask: “Do the stories that relate the same events agree with
one another?” If the authors constantly contradict each other, there is a good
reason to doubt the historicity of the events in the stories. Keep in mind that this
test, like all the others, is meant to be taken from a purely historical perspective.



Many Christians believe that the Bible is infallible—the true Word of God that
cannot contradict itself. However, this is a different, theological perspective
which is not covered in this chapter.

The consistency test allows for small discrepancies. These are minor
discrepancies that are not serious enough to lead to a conclusion that the work
being assessed is utterly untrustworthy. But they should be considered
nonetheless.

This is possibly the most common critique of the biographies of Jesus. There
are numerous examples where the Gospels appear to contradict one another.

Apparent discrepancies should be handled carefully. We need to remember
that ancient expectations were often different from expectations in our current
culture. For instance, sometimes the gospel writers will describe the same event
but mention different characters being present. This is because they did not
intend to compile a complete list. One example would be the witnesses at the
empty tomb of Jesus. For more on resolving alleged contradictions in Scripture,
see the appendix “Responding to the Challenges of Bart Ehrman.”

Other times the gospel writers will abbreviate details with a kind of liberty
that surprises readers today. For example, in Matthew a centurion speaks to
Jesus (8:5). In Luke, there are two elders speaking for the centurion (7:2, 3).
Luke’s account is probably the more precise one here, whereas Matthew referred
only to the centurion because the elders spoke as representatives for the
centurion. Another example of abbreviation appears in the genealogies of Jesus,
where generations are occasionally skipped.

Though the discrepancies sometimes seem problematic to the modern reader,
a closer understanding of the context can help reconcile the vast majority of the
differences.

Sometimes careful thinking and/or focused study of the language can help
clear up discrepancies. For instance, there is a curious difference between
Matthew and Luke for the location of Jesus’ famous Sermon on the Mount. Luke
said this happened on a level place (Luke 6:17), whereas Matthew said it
happened on a mountain (Matt. 5:1). Who is correct here? Some suggest that
Matthew and Luke refer to two different occasions that Jesus gave the same
message. Others point out that it could have taken place on a flat part of a
mountain. But setting these explanations aside, D. A. Carson points out that the
word mountain commonly referred to hill country. Alternatively, “flat place”
could also refer to a plateau in a mountainous region. (Carson, NIVZSB, 2083)
There is no contradiction here. One must be careful not to assume that



differences equate to contradictions. In other words, we should take care not to
use “either/or” logic where “both/and” may be more appropriate.

All in all, the stories of Jesus are similar enough that they pass the
consistency test, and they are different enough so that we know that the gospel
writers did not conspire to fabricate accounts of events that never happened.

5. The Bias Test

The bias test considers whether the authors may have altered the text
intentionally or even unintentionally due to personal bias. Did they have any
reason to skew parts of the narrative?

We have already discussed in the character test that there was no reason for
the gospel writers to have maliciously reported inaccurate information. Yet
obviously they were devoted followers of Jesus, fully committed to him and his
teachings. Could this bias have influenced the writers? Yes, but not in such a
way that it disrupts the basic historical reliability of what they wrote. Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John all had different theological objectives to accomplish
when writing the Gospels. So they focused on stories and details that had
particular theological significance. But this doesn’t necessarily affect the
historicity of their narratives. In fact, their historical accuracy was probably
bolstered by their love for Jesus and their commitment to his moral teachings.
The next test will show this even more clearly.

6. The Cover-Up Test

Strobel explains the cover-up test: “When people testify about events they
saw, they will often try to protect themselves or others by conveniently
forgetting to mention details that are embarrassing or hard to explain. As a
result, this raises uncertainty about the veracity of their entire testimony.”
(Strobel, Case for Christ, 62)

Yet the biographies of Jesus contain many embarrassing details about the
disciples. In Matthew 15:5-12, they took a metaphor from Jesus literally. When
they didn’t understand Jesus’ teaching about his crucifixion, they were too
embarrassed to ask for clarification (Mark 9:32). Like immature siblings, the
disciples argued over who was the greatest (Mark 9:33, 34). James and John
argued about who would sit in a place of honor next to Jesus, even involving
their mother in the conflict (Matt. 20:20-28). When the going got rough, Peter
denied knowing Jesus three times (Luke 22:54—62). He was rebuked and called



“Satan” by Jesus (Mark 8:33). His lack of faith almost drowned him (Matt.
14:22-33). Peter and the other disciples were leaders of the early church when
these stories were written! If indeed the gospel writers were trying to strengthen
the movement of Christianity through exaggerated or untrue stories, why would
they include these details? The best explanation for the inclusion of these details
is that the authors were being honest and accurate.

Then there are also those teachings of Jesus that are hard to understand or
seem to be out of character. When Jesus was crucified, he cried out, “My God,
My God, why have You forsaken Me?” (Matt. 27:46). In John 5:19, Jesus says
“the Son can do nothing by himself” (n1v). Mark 6:5 says that Jesus could not do
many miracles because of the people’s unbelief. In Matthew 24:36, Jesus
explains that he does not know the day or the hour of his return. All of these
passages seem to limit Jesus in some way. Although there are good theological
explanations for these sayings, it would have been much easier for the gospel
writers to have just omitted them. But they didn’t. Instead, we have a report of
both the good and the ugly, which is strong evidence that the authors of Jesus’
biographies were not playing loose with the facts.

7. The Corroboration Test

This test aims to corroborate a story’s details by using outside evidence. For
instance, stories will often include names, places, dates, and events, which can
be verified. If the external evidence does not agree with the details in the
narrative, then the integrity of the story is called into question.

Blomberg points out that a lot of archaeological discoveries have been made
within the past hundred years that help to corroborate the Gospels:

In addition, we can learn through non-Christian sources a lot of facts about
Jesus that corroborate key teachings and events in his life. And when you
stop to think that ancient historians for the most part dealt only with political
rulers, emperors, kings, military battles, official religious people, and major
philosophical movements, it’s remarkable how much we can learn about
Jesus and his followers even though they fit none of these categories at the
time these historians were writing. (quoted in Strobel, Case for Christ, 64—
65)

8. The Adverse Witness Test



The final test is arguably the most difficult one to pass. What do the critics
have to say? Do they admit that the stories carry truthful details? What
arguments do they offer? Do they dismantle the premise? Do they sidestep the
logical conclusion?

Blomberg points out that some Jewish writers claim that Jesus was a sorcerer
who led Israel astray. (quoted in Strobel, Case for Christ, 66) This is a
fascinating observation, as they could have claimed that the miracles never
happened and that the stories are all legendary tales that were made up. If the
enemies of Christianity needed to call Jesus a sorcerer, there is reason to believe
that something miraculous did indeed happen.

C. Early Non-Christian Confirmation of New Testament
History

Those who doubt the veracity of the New Testament accounts have charged
or implied that the New Testament documents are unreliable since they were
written by disciples of Jesus or later Christians. They sometimes claim that there
is no confirmation of Jesus or New Testament events in non-Christian sources.
Not only is this claim false, but, as Geisler notes,

The objection that the writings are partisan involves a significant but false
implication that witnesses cannot be reliable if they were close to the one
about whom they gave testimony. This is clearly false. Survivors of the
Jewish holocaust were close to the events they have described to the world.
That very fact puts them in the best position to know what happened. They
were there, and it happened to them. The same applies to the court testimony
of someone who survived a vicious attack. It applies to the survivors of the
Normandy invasion during World War II or the Tet Offensive during the
Vietnam War. The New Testament witnesses should not be disqualified
because they were close to the events they relate.

Geisler adds,

Suppose there were four eyewitnesses to a murder. There was also one
witness who arrived on the scene after the actual killing and saw only the
victim’s body. Another person heard a secondhand report of the killing. In
the trial the defense attorney argues: “Other than the four eyewitnesses, this
is a weak case, and the charges should be dismissed for lack of evidence.”



Others might think that attorney was throwing out a red herring. The judge
and jury were being distracted from the strongest evidence to the weakest
evidence, and the reasoning was clearly faulty. Since the New Testament
witnesses were the only eyewitness and contemporary testimonies to Jesus, it
is a fallacy to misdirect attention to the non-Christian secular sources.
Nonetheless, it is instructive to show what confirming evidence for Jesus can
be gleaned outside the New Testament. (Geisler, BECA, 381)

The references below are discussed in greater detail in He Walked Among
Us, a book that Bill Wilson and I (Josh) coauthored.

1. Tacitus

The first-century Roman Tacitus is considered one of the more accurate
historians of the ancient world. He gives the account of the great fire of Rome,
for which some blamed Emperor Nero:

Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt and inf licted
the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called
Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin,
suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one
of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus
checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judea, the first source of
the evil, but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from
every part of the world find their center and become popular. (Tacitus,
Annals, 15.44)

The “mischievous superstition” to which Tacitus refers is most likely the
resurrection of Jesus.

2. Suetonius

Suetonius was chief secretary to Emperor Hadrian (who reigned from AD
117-138). He confirms the report in Acts 18:2 that Claudius commanded all
Jews (among them Priscilla and Aquila) to leave Rome in AD 49. Two
references are important. First, he writes, “As the Jews were making constant
disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled them from Rome.”
(Suetonius, LC, 25.4) Then, speaking of the aftermath of the great fire at Rome,
Suetonius reports, “Punishment was inflicted on the Christians, a body of people



addicted to a novel and mischievous superstition.” (Suetonius, LN, 16)

3. Josephus

Josephus (c. AD 37—c. AD 100) was a Pharisee of the priestly line and a
Jewish historian, though working under Roman authority and with some care so
as not to offend the Romans. In addition to his autobiography he wrote two
major works, Jewish Wars (AD 77-78) and Antiquities of the Jews (c. AD 94).
He also wrote a minor work, “Against Apion.” He makes many statements that
verify, either generally or in specific detail, the historical nature of both the Old
and New Testaments of the Bible.

a. James the Brother of Jesus

Josephus refers to Jesus as the brother of James who was martyred. Referring
to the high priest, Ananias, he writes: “He assembled the Sanhedrin of the
judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ,
whose name was James, and some others, [or some of his companions], and
when he had formed an accusation against them as breakers of the law, he
delivered them to be stoned.” (Josephus, AJ, 20.9.1) This passage, written in AD
93, confirms the New Testament reports that Jesus was a real person in the first
century, that he was identified by others as the Christ, and that he had a brother
named James who died a martyr’s death at the hands of the high priest, Albinus,
and his Sanhedrin.

b. John the Baptist

Josephus also confirmed the existence and martyrdom of John the Baptist,
the herald of Jesus. (Ant. XVIIL. 5.2) Because of the manner in which this
passage is written, there is no ground for suspecting Christian interpolation.

Now, some of the Jews thought that the destruction of Herod’s army came
from God, and very justly, as a punishment of what he did against John, who
was called the Baptist; for Herod slew him, who was a good man, and
commanded the Jews to exercise virtue, both as to righteousness towards one
another and piety towards God, and so to come to baptism. (Josephus, AlJ,
18.5.2)

The differences between Josephus’s account of John the Baptist’s baptism



and that of the Gospels’ is that Josephus wrote that John’s baptism was not for
the remission of sin, while the Bible (Mark 1:4) says it was; and that John was
killed for political reasons and not for his denunciation of Herod’s marriage to
Herodias. As Bruce points out, it is quite possible that Herod believed he could
kill two birds with one stone by imprisoning John. In regard to the discrepancy
over his baptism, Bruce says that the Gospels give a more probable account from
the “religious-historical” point of view and that they are older than Josephus’s
work and, therefore, more accurate. However, the real point is that the general
outline of Josephus’s account confirms that of the Gospels. (Bruce, NTD, 107)

c. Jesus

For extrabiblical evidence from Josephus regarding the historical Jesus, see
chapter 6.

D. Archaeology Helps to Confirm the Historicity of the Bible

For detailed archaeology examples and precautions when appealing to
archaeology, see chapter 16, “Archaeology and the Old Testament.”

Archaeology, a relative newcomer among the physical sciences, has
provided exciting and dramatic confirmation of the Bible’s accuracy. Whole
books are not large enough to contain all the finds that have bolstered confidence
in the historical reliability of the Bible. Presented here are some of the findings
of eminent archaeologists and their opinions regarding the implications of those
finds. (Remember, archaeology, as intriguing as it is, cannot “prove” the Bible.
What it can do is help corroborate the historical accuracy of the Bible.)

David Graves rightly concludes that “the Bible does not need proving true,
but archaeology can help shed light on the text. Therefore, the value of
archaeology is not apologetic, but hermeneutic.” (Graves, BA, 215-16)

Montgomery exposes a typical problem of many scholars today:
“[American] Institute [of Holy Land Studies] researcher Thomas Drobena
cautioned that where archaeology and the Bible seem to be in tension, the issue
is almost always dating, the most shaky area in current archaeology and the one
at which scientific a priori and circular reasoning often replace solid empirical
analysis.” (Montgomery, EA, 47-48)

F. F. Bruce notes: “Where Luke has been suspected of inaccuracy, and
accuracy has been vindicated by some inscriptional evidence, it may be
legitimate to say that archaeology has confirmed the New Testament record.”



(Bruce, ACNT, 331) (I [Josh] would be more comfortable saying, “archaeology
is in the process of confirming the New Testament record.”)

The Yale archaeologist Millar Burrows writes: “On the whole, however,
archaeological work has unquestionably strengthened confidence in the
reliability of the Scriptural record. More than one archaeologist has found his
respect for the Bible increased by the experience of excavation in Palestine.”
(Burrows, WMTS, 1) “On the whole such evidence as archaeology has afforded
thus far, especially by providing additional and older manuscripts of the books
of the Bible, strengthens our confidence in the accuracy with which the text has
been transmitted through the centuries.” (Burrows, WMTS, 42)

1. Journey of a Skeptical Archaeologist

Sir William Ramsay is regarded as one of the greatest archaeologists ever to
have lived. He was a student in the German historical school of the mid-
nineteenth century. Consequently, he believed that the book of Acts was a
product of the mid-second century AD. He was firmly convinced of this belief.
In his research to make a topographical study of Asia Minor, he was compelled
to consider the writings of Luke. As a result, he was forced to make a complete
reversal of his beliefs due to the overwhelming evidence uncovered in his
research. He spoke of this when he said:

I may fairly claim to have entered on this investigation without prejudice in
favour of the conclusion which I shall now seek to justify to the reader. On
the contrary, I began with a mind unfavourable to it, for the ingenuity and
apparent completeness of the Tubingen theory had at one time quite
convinced me. It did not then lie in my line of life to investigate the subject
minutely; but more recently I found myself brought into contact with the
Book of Acts as an authority for the topography, antiquities and society of
Asia Minor. It was gradually borne upon me that in various details the
narrative showed marvelous truth. In fact, beginning with a fixed idea that
the work was essentially a second century composition, and never relying on
its evidence as trustworthy for first century conditions. I gradually came to
find it a useful ally in some obscure and difficult investigations. (quoted in
Blaiklock, LA, 36)

2. Archaeology Supports the Amazing Accuracy of Luke’s Gospel



Archaeology has provided information that confirms historical detail to
which Luke refers in writing the gospel bearing his name. Concerning Luke’s
ability as a historian, Sir William Ramsay concluded after thirty years of study
that “Luke is a historian of the first rank; not merely are his statements of fact
trustworthy . . . this author should be placed along with the very greatest of
historians.” (Ramsay, BRD, 222) He elsewhere added: “Luke’s history is
unsurpassed in respect of its trustworthiness.” (Ramsay, SPTRC, 81)

What Ramsay had done conclusively and finally was to exclude certain
possibilities. As seen in the light of archaeological evidence, the New Testament
reflects the conditions of the second half of the first century AD, and does not
reflect the conditions of any later date. Historically, it is of the greatest
importance that this has been so effectively established. In all matters of external
fact, the author of Acts is seen to have been minutely careful and accurate as
only a contemporary can be.

It was at one time believed that Luke had entirely missed the boat regarding
the events surrounding the birth of Jesus (Luke 2:1-3). Critics argued that there
was no census, that Quirinius was not governor of Syria at that time, and that
everyone did not have to return to his ancestral home. (Elder, PID, 159-160; see
also Free, ABH, 285)

However, archaeological discoveries show that the Romans had a regular
enrollment of taxpayers and also held censuses every fourteen years. This
procedure was indeed begun under Augustus and the first took place in either
23-22 BC or in 9-8 BC. The latter would be the one to which Luke refers.

Further, we find evidence that Quirinius was governor of Syria around 7 BC.
This assumption is based on an inscription found in Antioch ascribing to
Quirinius this post. As a result of this finding, it is now supposed that he was
governor twice—once in 7 BC and the other time in AD 6 (the date ascribed by
Josephus). (Elder, PID, 160)

Last, in regard to the practices of enrollment, a papyrus found in Egypt gives
directions for the conduct of a census. It reads: “Because of the approaching
census it is necessary that all those residing for any cause away from their homes
should at once prepare to return to their own governments in order that they may
complete the family registration of the enrollment and that the tilled lands may
retain those belonging to them.” (Elder, PID, 159—-160)

Geisler summarizes the problem and its solution:

Several problems are involved in the statement that Augustus conducted a



census of the whole empire during the reign of both Quirinius and Herod.
For one, there is no record of such a census, but we now know that regular
censuses were taken in Egypt, Gaul, and Cyrene. It is quite likely that Luke’s
meaning is that censuses were taken throughout the empire at different times,
and Augustus started this process. The present tense that Luke uses points
strongly toward understanding this as a repeated event. Now Quirinius did
take a census, but that was in AD 6, too late for Jesus’ birth, and Herod died
before Quirinius became governor.

Was Luke confused? No; in fact, he mentions Quirinius’s later census in
Acts 5:37. It is most likely that Luke is distinguishing this census in Herod’s
time from the more well-known census of Quirinius: “This census took place
before Quirinius was governor of Syria.” There are several New Testament
parallels for this translation. (Geisler, BECA, 46—47)

Luke is a historian of the first rank; not merely are his statements of

fact trustworthy . . . this author should be placed along with the very

greatest of historians. . . . Luke’s history is unsurpassed in respect of
its trustworthiness.

Sir William Ramsay

3. Archaeology Supports the Reliability of the Book of Acts and
the Epistles

We have been examining the historicity of Luke’s gospel; his sequel is the
book of Acts. The accuracy of detail that archaeology has helped to identify for
Luke’s writing of Acts is impressive. In Acts 16:11, the pronoun “we” begins to
be used. As Paul’s traveling companion (2 Tim. 4:11), Luke shared his concern
for the new churches, and so we have included some of the archaeological
discoveries confirming details in Paul’s letters to Rome and Corinth. As
historian A. N. Sherwin-White notes, “For Acts the confirmation of historicity is
overwhelming. . . . Any attempt to reject its basic historicity must now appear
absurd. Roman historians have long taken it for granted.” (Sherwin-White, RS,
189)

Geography: Thanks to many archaeological finds, most of the ancient cities
mentioned in the book of Acts have been identified. The journeys of Paul can
now be accurately traced as a result of these finds. (Bruce, NTD, 95; see also



Albright, RDBL, 118) Geisler reveals, “In all, Luke names thirty-two countries,
fifty-four cities and nine islands without an error.” (Geisler, BECA, 47)

For example, critical archaeologists initially rejected Luke’s implication that
Lystra and Derbe were in Lycaonia, and that Iconium was not (Acts 14:6). They
based their belief on the writings of Romans such as Cicero, who indicated that
Iconium was in Lycaonia. Thus, archaeologists said the book of Acts was
unreliable. However, in 1910 Sir William Ramsay found a monument that
showed that Iconium was a Phrygian city. Later discoveries confirm Ramsay’s
finding. (Free, ABH, 317)

People: Luke references Lysanias, the Tetrarch of Abilene who ruled in
Syria and Palestine (Luke 3:1) at the beginning of John the Baptist’s ministry in
AD 27. For a time, the only Lysanias known to historians was one who was
killed in 36 BC. However, an inscription found at Abila near Damascus speaks
of “Freedman of Lysanias the Tetrarch,” and is dated between AD 14 and 29.
(Bruce, ACNT, 321)

In his epistle to the Romans, written from Corinth, Paul makes mention of
the city treasurer, Erastus (Rom. 16:23). During the excavations of Corinth in
1929, a pavement was found inscribed: ERASTVS PRO:AED:S:P:STRAVIT
(“Erastus, curator of public buildings, laid this pavement at his own expense”).
According to Bruce, the pavement quite likely existed in the first century AD,
and the donor and the man Paul mentions are probably one and the same. (Bruce,
NTD, 95; see also Vos, CITB, 185)

Also found in Corinth is a fragmentary inscription believed to have borne the
words Synagogue of the Hebrews. Conceivably it stood over the doorway of the
synagogue where Paul debated (Acts 18:4-7). Another Corinthian inscription
mentions the city “meat market” to which Paul refers in 1 Corinthians 10:25.

Culture: Luke writes of the riot of Ephesus, and represents a civic assembly
(ecclesia) taking place in a theater (Acts 19:23—-29). These details are supported
by an inscription that speaks of silver statues of Artemis (or Diana) to be placed
in the “theater during a full session of the Ecclesia.” (Bruce, ACNT, 326) Luke
also relates that a riot broke out in Jerusalem because Paul took a Gentile into
the temple (Acts 21:28). Inscriptions have been found that read, in Greek and
Latin, “No foreigner may enter within the barrier which surrounds the temple
and enclosure. Anyone who is caught doing so will be personally responsible for
his ensuing death.” (Bruce, ACNT, 326)

Terminology: In some cases, Luke’s usages of certain words were criticized
by skeptics. For example, Luke refers to Philippi as a “district” of Macedonia



(the Greek word he uses is meris). Hort believed Luke erred in this usage,
arguing that meris referred to a “portion,” not a “district.” Archaeological
excavations, however, have shown that this very word, meris, was used to
describe the divisions of the district. (Free, ABH, 320)

Similarly, Luke was at one time charged with technically incorrect usage for
referring to the Philippian rulers as praetors. According to critical scholars, two
duumuirs would have ruled the town. However, as usual, Luke was right.
Findings have shown that the title of praetor was employed by the magistrates of
a Roman colony. (Free, ABH, 321) His choice of the word proconsul as the title
for Gallio (Acts 18:12) is also correct, as evidenced by the Delphi inscription
that states in part: “As Lucius Junius Gallio, my friend, and the Proconsul of
Achaia.” (Vos, CITB, 180; see also Graves, BA, 215-16)

Luke gives to Publius, the chief man in Malta, the title “first man of the
island” (Acts 28:7). Inscriptions have been unearthed that confirm this title.
(Bruce, ACNT, 325) Still another case is Luke’s usage of politarchs to denote
the civil authorities of Thessalonica (Acts 17:6). Since politarch is not found in
the classical literature, Luke was again assumed to be wrong. However, some
nineteen inscriptions that make use of the title have been found. Interestingly
enough, five of these are in reference to Thessalonica. (Bruce, ACNT, 325; see
also Graves, BA, 215-16) One of the inscriptions was discovered in a Roman
arch at Thessalonica, and in it are found the names of six of that city’s
politarchs. (Bruce, ACNT, 360)

Other examples: Colin Hemer, a noted Roman historian, has catalogued
numerous archaeological and historical confirmations of Luke’s accuracy in his
book The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History. Following is a partial
summary of his detailed report (Hemer, BASHH, 104—-107):

* Specialized details, which would not have been widely known except to a
contemporary researcher such as Luke who traveled widely. These details
include exact titles of officials, identification of army units, and information
about major routes.

* Details archaeologists know are accurate but can’t verify as to the precise
time period. Some of these are unlikely to have been known except to a
writer who had visited the districts.

* Correlation of dates of known kings and governors with the chronology of
the narrative.

* Facts appropriate to the date of Paul or his immediate contemporary in the



church but not to a date earlier or later.
* “Undesigned coincidences” between Acts and the Pauline Epistles.
* Internal correlations within Acts.

« Off-hand geographical references that bespeak familiarity with common
knowledge.

» Differences in formulation within Acts that indicate the different categories
of sources he used.

* Peculiarities in the selection of detail, as in theology, that are explainable in
the context of what is now known of first-century church life.

* Materials the “immediacy” of which suggests that the author was
recounting a recent experience, rather than shaping or editing a text long
after it had been written.

* Cultural or idiomatic items now known to be peculiar to the first-century
atmosphere.

Is it any wonder that E. M. Blaiklock, professor of classics at Auckland
University, concludes that “Luke is a consummate historian, to be ranked in his
own right with the great writers of the Greeks”? (Blaiklock, AA, 89)

4. Important Archaeological Discoveries That Help Confirm the
New Testament

a. Earliest Records of Christianity

In 1945 two ossuaries (receptacles for bones) were found in the vicinity of
Jerusalem. These ossuaries exhibited graffiti that their discoverer, Eleazar L.
Sukenik, claimed to be “the earliest records of Christianity.” These burial
receptacles were found in a tomb that was in use before AD 50. The writings
read lesous iou and lesous aloth. Also present were four crosses. It is likely that
the first is a prayer to Jesus for help, and the second, a prayer for resurrection of
the person whose bones were contained in the ossuary. (Bruce, ACNT, 327-28)

b. The Pavement

For centuries there has been no record of the court where Jesus was tried by
Pilate (named Gabbatha, or the Pavement, John 19:13). William F. Albright, in
The Archaeology of Palestine, shows that this court was the court of the Tower
of Antonia, the Roman military headquarters in Jerusalem. It was left buried



when the city was rebuilt in the time of Hadrian, and was not discovered until
recently. (Albright, AP, 141)

c. The Pool of Bethesda

The Pool of Bethesda, another site with no record except in the New
Testament, can now be identified “with a fair measure of certainty in the
northeast quarter of the old city (the area called Bezetha, or ‘New Lawn’) in the
first century AD, where traces of it were discovered in the course of excavations
near the Church of St. Anne in 1888.” (Bruce, ACNT, 329; see also Graves, BA,
208)

d. The Nazareth Decree

A slab of stone was found in Nazareth in 1878, inscribed with a decree from
Emperor Claudius (AD 41-54) that no graves should be disturbed or bodies
extracted or moved. This type of decree is not uncommon, but the startling fact
is that here “the offender [shall] be sentenced to capital punishment on [the]
charge of violation of [a] sepulchre”. (Hemer, BASHH, 155)

Geisler expounds upon this unusual find:

Other notices warned of a fine, but death for disturbing graves? A likely
explanation is that Claudius, having heard of the Christian doctrine of
resurrection and Jesus’ empty tomb while investigating the riots of AD 49,
decided not to let any such report surface again. This would make sense in
light of the Jewish argument that the body had been stolen (Matt. 28:11-15).
This is early testimony to the strong and persistent belief that Jesus rose from
the dead. (Geisler, BECA, 48)

e. Yehohanan—A Crucifixion Victim

Craig Evans explains:

The discovery in 1968 of an ossuary (ossuary no. 4 in Tomb I, at Giv’at ha-
Mivtar) of a Jewish man named Yehohanan, who had obviously been
crucified, provided archaeological evidence and insight into how Jesus
himself may have been crucified. The ossuary and its content date to the late
20s CE, that is during the administration of Pilate, the very Roman governor
who condemned Jesus to the cross. The remains of an iron spike (11.5 cm in



length) are plainly seen still encrusted in the right heel bone. . . . Those who
took down the body of Yehohanan apparently were unable to remove the
spike, with the result that a piece of wood (from an oak tree) remained
affixed to the spike. Later, the skeletal remains of the body—spike, fragment
of wood, and all—were placed in the ossuary. . . . Yehohanan’s leg bones
were broken, but there is disagreement over how and when they were broken.
(Evans, GBTER, 83-84)

f. The Pilate Inscription

In 1961 an Italian archaeologist, Antonio Frova, discovered an inscription at
Caesarea Maritima on a stone slab that at the time of the discovery was being
used as a section of steps leading into the Caesarea theater. The inscription in
Latin contained four lines, three of which are partially readable. Roughly
translated they are as follows:

Tiberium
Pontius Pilate
Prefect of Judea

The inscribed stone was probably used originally in the foundation for a
Tiberium (a temple for the worship of the emperor Tiberius) and then reused
later in the location of the discovery. This inscription verifies that for a time
during his rulership, the title of Pontius Pilate was “prefect.” Tacitus and
Josephus later referred to him as “procurator.” The NT calls him “governor”
(Matt. 27:2), a term that incorporates both titles. This inscription is the only
archaeological evidence of both Pilate’s name and this title. (Dockery et al., FBI,
360)

g. The Erastus Inscription

On a slab of limestone that was a part of the pavement near the theater in
Corinth, a Latin inscription was found that translates, “Erastus, in return for the
aedileship, laid the pavement at his own expense.” An aedile was an official
who was responsible for public works and games, police, and the grain supply
(all of these being connected to keeping the people contented). Erastus clearly
managed city finances and had wealth of his own. In Romans 16:23 Paul
(writing from Corinth) mentioned an Erastus and identified him as a city official



(the Esv translates “treasurer.”) It is possible this is the same person. (Dockery et
al., FBI, 361)

h. New Testament Coins

Three coins mentioned in the Greek NT have been identified with reasonable
assurance.

* The “tribute penny” (Matt. 22:17-21; Mark 12:13-17; Luke 20:20-26).
The Greek word for the coin shown to Jesus in these passages is denarius, a
small silver coin that carried the image of Caesar on one side. Its value was
equal to one day’s wages for an average worker in Palestine.

* The “thirty pieces of silver” (Matt. 26:14, 15). This amount was probably
thirty silver shekels. Originally a shekel was a measure of weight equaling
approximately two-fifths of an ounce. It later developed into a silver coin of
about the same weight.

* The “widow’s mite” (Mark 12:41-44; Luke 21:1-4). The passage in
question reads: “two very small copper coins, worth only a few cents” (N1v).
The first words translate the Greek word lepta, which is the smallest Greek
copper coin; the second translates the Greek word quadrans, which is the
smallest Roman copper coin. Knowing the minute monetary value of these
coins brings home the point that Jesus made about the greatness of the
widow’s offering in comparison to the offerings of the rich: they gave
larger monetary amounts but out of wealth, while she gave what she needed
to live on. (Dockery et al., FBI, 362; see also Graves, BA, 218-20)

This section can be appropriately summarized by the words of this poem
about the Scriptures:

Within that awful volume lies
The mystery of mysteries
Happiest they of human race
To whom God has granted grace
To read, to fear, to hope, to pray
To lift the latch, and force the way;
And better had they ne’er been born,
Who read to doubt, or read to scorn.
Sir Walter Scott



V1. Conclusion

One of the classic scholars writing about the authenticity of the New Testament
was F. F. Bruce, quoted extensively throughout this chapter. He opens his study
The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? with these comments:

The Christian gospel is not primarily a code of ethics or a metaphysical
system; it is first and foremost good news, and as such it was proclaimed by
its earliest preachers. . .. And this good news is intimately bound up with the
historical order, for it tells how for the world’s redemption, God entered into
history, the eternal came into time, the kingdom of heaven invaded the realm
of earth, in the great events of the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection
of Christ. . . . Christianity has its roots in history. . . . This historical once-
forallness of Christianity . . . makes the reliability of the writings which
purport to record this revelation a question of first-rate importance. (Bruce,
TNTD, 7-8)

As a young scholar, I (Josh) asked this question: how can I prove that

Christianity is false? 1 traveled to many libraries in the US and in Europe in my
search to find the answer. After trying to shatter the historicity, validity, and

authenticity of the Scriptures, I (Josh) came to the conclusion that the Bible is

historically trustworthy. I also discovered that if one discards the Bible as being

unreliable, then one must discard almost all literature of antiquity.

One problem we constantly face is the desire on the part of many to apply
one standard or test to secular literature and another to the Bible. One must apply
the same test (unless guided by presuppositions that preclude historical

conclusions), whether the literature under investigation is secular or religious.

Having done this, we believe that we can hold the New Testament in our

hands and say, “It is trustworthy and historically reliable.”

1. Some conservatives are not convinced that Acts was written immediately
after the events with which it ends, so they would be willing to assign a date in
the 70s or 80s.

2. Scrolls were made by gluing papyrus sheets together or sewing parchment
sheets together and then winding either of these onto a rod or stick—as opposed



to single-sheet fragments or to a codex, which is produced by stacking sheets
and carefully sewing them together along one edge. For more information on the
materials and processes of manuscript preparation, see our chapter on “How We
Got the Bible.”

3. Wallace, correspondence to J. McDowell and M. J. Tingblad, January 27,
2017, with data from a prepublication draft of Laying a Foundation: A
Handbook on New Testament Textual Criticism, Zondervan, forthcoming.

4. For more details about the accuracy of the early church fathers’ quotations
of Scripture, see Andrew F. Gregory and Christopher M. Tuckett, eds., The New
Testament and the Apostolic Fathers, Volume 1: The Reception of the New
Testament in the Apostolic Fathers, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005.

5. Moreland summarizes his view regarding the sober and careful nature of
the written accounts of these appearances: “Finally, the resurrection appearances
are reported with extreme reserve. When one compares them with the reports in
the apocryphal gospels (second century on), the difference is startling. In the
Apocrypha, detailed explanations are given about how the resurrection took
place. Gross details are added. . . . But the New Testament accounts are subdued
and do not include such fanciful descriptions.” (Moreland, SSC, 175)
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Is the Old Testament Authoritative?

I. Introduction

In the last chapter, we saw that the New Testament stands far above other
ancient documents in its reliability and accuracy. This chapter discusses the
transmission of the biblical books of the Old Testament, including the history
and activity of early Jewish scribes, the ancient and medieval manuscripts of the
Old Testament books, the ancient nonbiblical Jewish texts, and the practice and
principles of Old Testament textual criticism. It concludes with a discussion of
the reliability of the transmission of biblical material (both oral and written), and
how, until the days of Jesus and the New Testament writers, generations of
Israelite communities viewed this material as both authoritative and binding.

I1. The Methods and Principles of Jewish
Scribes

This section examines the history, philosophy, and methodology of scribal
traditions ranging in date from the Persian period (c. fifth to fourth century BC.)
to the copying of the medieval Masoretic Text (c. ninth to twelfth century AD).
When referencing the term “scribes” in this context, one should be careful to
distinguish ancient Near-Eastern (ANE) scribes from later medieval copyists
(working in the tradition of a monastic scriptoria). Emanuel Tov, professor
emeritus of Bible at The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, elaborates on the role
of ANE scribes:

In antiquity, the majority of persons involved in the transmission of the
biblical and other texts took more liberties than copyists of later periods . . .
many scribes actually took an active role in the shaping of the final form of
the text, and therefore the general term “scribe” is more appropriate for them
than “copyist,” since it covers additional aspects of scribal activity and could
easily include creative elements. (Tov, SOT, 7, 8)

One must also keep in mind the evidence for a rabbinic group of scribes



(denoted by the Hebrew plural soferim) who specialized in the production and
perpetuation of biblical texts and religious documents. These soferim seem to
have solidified as an authoritative group by the time of the New Testament.
Therefore, “the scribal occupation must be considered a profession, rather than
an occasional activity.” (Tov, SOT, 8)

A. The History of Scribal Activity

This section gives a brief outline of early scribal activity and the
development of scribal functions.

1. Early Evidence of Scribal Activity

This more formal group of scribes, the soferim, known from rabbinic sources
and the New Testament writings, may have originated with, or around the time
of, Ezra. Tov provides a succinct history and description of the soferim:

In rabbinic writings, from the Mishna onwards, these soferim are mentioned
as authoritative scribes and teachers to whom a number of teachings and
halakhot [the collective body of Jewish religious laws derived from the
Written and Oral Torah] are ascribed. As a result, the soferim are considered
to have been influential figures in Israel from the time of Ezra to the second
century CE, both in rabbinic tradition and in modern scholarship . . . these
persons dealt mainly with religious writings, and were possibly of priestly
descent (indeed, most of the soferim whose genealogy is known were
priests). The term soferim involves the combined activities of the copying of
texts, especially of Scripture and other sacred documents, and an intimate
knowledge of the documents, and it is often difficult to decide which nuance
of the term is intended. This difficulty probably reflects the fact that most
soferim were skilled in both aspects of their profession. (Tov, SOT, 12)

It appears that the Masorah (an apparatus of instructions for the writing and
reading of the biblical text) developed during the time of Ezra and the soferim
and was later preserved and continued by the Masoretes (see section III.A.1.
below). In summary, Tov categorizes five scribal traditions that stand out from
the time of Ezra in the fifth century BC to the end of the Masoretic era in the
early twelfth century AD: (1) the scribal community at Qumran, (2) the scribes
that produced the earlier paleo-Hebrew (the script of Hebrew manuscripts



preceding the Aramaic square script) scrolls, (3) the school that preceded the
Masoretic Text, (4) the medieval Masoretic scribal families, and (5) the
medieval scribes that produced the Samaritan Pentateuch. (Tov, TC, 218)

2. The Chronology of Scribal Functions

Regarding preexilic (before 587 BC) textual transmission, several lines of
evidence support scholarly conjecture regarding scribal practices prior to the
time of Ezra and the soferim. Scholars have come to the following four
conclusions concerning the earlier biblical texts (see Wegner, SGTC, 59-63):

* The earliest biblical texts would have been written in a paleo-Hebrew script
similar to that of other Semitic languages active in Iron Age Syro-Palestine
(c. 1200 to 500 BC). This early script is evidenced in the archaeological
record (e.g., seal of Jeroboam, Hezekiah’s tunnel inscription, and the Silver
Amulets). This script was eventually replaced with the Aramaic square
script sometime between the fifth and third centuries BC.

* Regarding the method of transmission, while it is likely that a scripto
continua (continuous writing) was used, some evidence shows that spaces
and markers between words were in effect (e.g., Hezekiah’s tunnel
inscription).

* In the earliest periods of Iron Age transmission, texts were likely written on
stone, clay tablets, wood, pottery, or even metal (e.g., Silver Amulets) and
eventually replaced by scrolls made of either papyri or leather (cf. Jer.
36:2).

* Internal evidence seems to imply that these earlier texts would have been
reverenced and maintained by scribes of the Levitical priestly caste.

B. The Materials and Equipment of Scribal Activity

Although we do not possess a large number of manuscripts from the ANE,
scholars can ascertain with a high degree of certitude the type of equipment and
materials scribes would have used in order to transmit the biblical narratives
faithfully. This section will discusses the writing equipment used by scribes
(e.g., ink types, pens, etc.), the materials on which the manuscripts were
inscribed (e.g., papyrus, leather parchment [leather], ostraca [broken pottery],
copper), and some calligraphic techniques (e.g., ruling of scrolls, word spacing,
writing of the divine name).
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L. writing Equipment

Concerning the writing implements and varieties of ink employed by the scribes
in the Judean Desert, Ernst Wiirthwein, former professor emeritus of Old
Testament at Mar-burg University, states:

The reed pen or kalamos was made from a natural reed, its point cut at an
acute angle and split to permit evenly flowing lines of cursive script. To
maintain this quality the reed pen had to be trimmed regularly, and for this
the scribe had a special penknife (Jer. 36:23). For its protection the reed pen
had a cap, just like modern fountain pens. The scribe’s equipment also
included a pen case . . ., usually made of wood, but luxury models were of
ivory, with a compartment for pens as well as one or more shell-shaped
depressions for inks—black or a red compound of aluminum acetate, the
powder for which was kept in a separate pouch. . . . In antiquity two types of
ink were distinguished: the older vegetable variety and the newer metallic
ink (Latin tincta “colored”). The vegetable ink was made of soot mixed with
gum arabic, a water-soluble resin, or a vegetable oil as a binding agent for
better adhesion to the writing surface. In the 3rd century BCE metallic ink
was invented, called gallnut ink from its source. Gallnuts are growths or
blisters formed on leaves, twigs, and buds of certain oaks attacked by gall
wasps. These were dried, crushed, and boiled down with vitriol and gum
arabic. The ink became permanent as it dried, and oxidation with the acids
produced a jet-black color. After the introduction of gallnut, both kinds of
ink, vegetable and metallic, continued to be used. Thus the use of vegetable
ink has little bearing on the dating of a manuscript, whether of early or
medieval provenance. In any event, the inks used at Qumran were not
metallic, but vegetable and carbon. (Wiirthwein, TOT, 13)

2. Manuscript Materials

Regarding media of textual transmission, Tov has much to say:

The great majority of the documents from the Judean Desert were written on
leather [parchment] and papyrus (the latter comprise some 14% or 131 texts
of the 930 Qumran texts . . .). In addition, a large number of ostraca [broken
pottery] were found, [at Masada, Murabba’at, and other Judean Desert sites] .



. . Only the Copper Scrolls from cave 3 [at Qumran] were inscribed on that
material. . . . Two texts were inscribed on wooden tablets. . . . The use of
different materials at the various sites in the Judean Desert reflects the
differences in genre among the documents found at these locations. The great
majority of the literary texts as included in the corpora found at Qumran and
Masada were written on leather, while papyrus, was used for most of the
documentary texts, such as letters and various administrative texts, found at
Nahal Hever, Nahal Se’elim, Wadi Murabba’at, and the other sites. (Tov,
SPA, 31)

Concerning papyrus specifically, Tov continues:

Papyrus probably was considered less durable than leather, and the papyri
from the Judean Desert made a less professional impression (lines were less
straight and no neat column structure can be observed). On the other hand, it
was easier for scribes to remove letters from an inscribed papyrus than from
leather. Papyrus may therefore have been preferred by certain scribes, but it
was probably the availability of the writing material that determined the
choice of either papyrus or leather; in the case of the biblical texts, additional
factors must have played a role. (Tov, SPA, 32)

Unlike papyrus, parchment was a far more durable medium for textual
transmission. Furthermore, leather was likely more readily available in Palestine,
as opposed to papyrus imported from Egypt. Therefore, it is no wonder that the
majority of biblical texts found at Qumran (especially those written in the paleo-
Hebrew script) are inscribed on leather (some 200 scrolls) as opposed to papyrus
(6 scrolls). Although it was only later rabbinic instructions that formally
established the prohibition against the use of papyrus in the transmission of
Scripture, it can be assumed that this custom would have been active during the
Qumran period. (Tov, TC, 193-94; Tov, SPA, 32-34, 51)

3. Technical Aspects of Writing

A number of technical aspects supporting the production of ancient scrolls
would have aided scribes in the transmission process, including the ruling of
scrolls:

Almost all Qumran and Masada texts written on leather had ruled horizontal



lines in accordance with the practice for most literary texts written on leather
in Semitic languages and in Greek. Early parallels of different types allow us
to assume that also the earliest biblical scrolls must have been ruled. . . .
Most scribes writing on any material needed some form of graphical guide
for their writing. This was provided by horizontal ruling (scoring) for the
individual lines, as well as vertical ruling for the beginning and/or end of the
columns. . . . The ruling was sometimes applied with the aid of guide dots/
strokes, or with a grid-like device. . . . The first step in the preparation of the
scrolls for writing was that of the ruling (scoring) meant to enable writing in
straight lines. The so-called blind or dry-point ruling was usually performed
with a pointed instrument (such instruments have not been preserved),
probably a bone, which made a sharp crease in the leather, causing the
leather to be easily split in two and even broken off. (Tov, SPA, 57, 58)

We see further evidence of normative scribal techniques in the arrangement
of writing blocks, columns, and margins:

The idea of arranging the inscribed text in columns of more or less uniform
dimension was reflected already in cuneiform clay tablets, where the text was
subdivided by horizontal and vertical lines, and in ancient Egyptian papyrus
scrolls. The great majority of Judean Desert texts were likewise arranged in
writing blocks that cover the greater part of the surface, leaving margins on
all sides of the inscribed surface. The rationale of these margins was to
enable the orderly arrangement of the writing blocks in geometric shapes,
even when the edges of the leather were not straight. The margins also
enabled the handling of the scroll without touching the inscribed area. For
this purpose the margins at the bottom were usually larger than those at the
top. (Tov, SPA, 82)

Furthermore, scribes of the Judean Desert texts also employed various
methods such as the insertion of dots, strokes, triangles, and single spaces in
order to indicate word division, thereby increasing the overall clarity of the
manuscripts. (Tov, SPA, 132-133)

Finally, another scribal technique mandated extreme care and precision in
writing the name of God. This strict procedure not only highlights the care taken
by the copyists in producing a highly accurate text, but also indicates the
reverence in which they held the divine name. Regarding this special technique,



Tov writes,

The divine names were written in a special way in many Hebrew Qumran
texts:

(a) Paleo-Hebrew characters in texts written in the square script . . . .

(b) Four dots (named Tetrapuncta . . .)

[[In texts written in the square script represent the Tetragrammaton in
eight nonbiblical and biblical texts written in the Qumran scribal practice, as
well as in four additional Qumran texts. . . . These dots and strokes were
positioned level with the tops of the letters. . . . This practice undoubtedly
reflects reverence for the divine name, considered so sacred that it was not to
be written with regular characters lest an error be made or lest it be erased by
mistake. Possibly, the dots or strokes were also meant to alert against
pronouncing the divine name. (Tov, SPA, 218)

The particular materials selected, the special preparation of scrolls, and the
employment of specialized techniques all point to a professional and clearly
reverent scribal community.

C. The Worldview and Methodology of Jewish Scribes

This section examines how scribes approached their task of transmitting
Scripture, the methodology they adopted, and the authority their final products
possessed in their respective communities.

1. Scribal Approach to Scripture

What was the worldview and approach to the texts of the Hebrew Bible amongst
scribal schools active in Israel between the third century BC and the sixth
century AD? Scholars have concluded that we draw the majority of our
information concerning scribal activity from rabbinic sources dating back to the
Talmudic period (c. AD 100-500). Due to the continued presence of these
rabbinic sources, the philosophy and methodology of the scribal schools
designated as proto-Masoretic and Masoretic (see Tov’s scribal traditions 3 and
4 above) are far more discernable than that of other scribal traditions (see Tov’s
scribal traditions 1, 2, and 5 above). Consider the following four observations:



* By the time of the sopherim (mid-third century BC), scribes were likely
specialists with regard to the manuscripts they copied and the topics on
which they wrote. They were well educated and well read. Additionally,
religious texts could only be copied by male scribes of good standing.

* Various rabbinic rules regarding transmission procedures such as the
selection of writing materials, preparation of leather, error correction,
transcribing of divine names, storage and reading of scrolls, and
measurements of sheets, columns, and margins all point to the reverence
with which rabbinic scribes approached the biblical text.

» This reverence for Scripture was so highly regarded that it even precluded
other aspects of the scribes’ religious life. “The writing of Scripture and
tefillin [small black boxes containing verses of Torah, which are bound to
the head or forearm] was considered so important by the rabbis that scribes
of such texts were not supposed to interrupt their work, even for the duty of
prayer . . ., let alone for less significant occasions or tasks.” (Tov, SPA, 11)
R. Ishmael sums up this form of religiosity and meticulous care: “My son,
be careful, because your work is the work of heaven; should you omit
(even) one letter or add (even) one letter, the whole world would be
destroyed.” (quoted in Tov, SPA, 26)

* Although scribes may have known their biblical texts from memory, they
were likely not allowed to copy Scripture without a Vorlage (the
manuscript from which a scribe copied a text) in front of them. While this
did not ensure a flawless transmission of the text, it did provide a structural
safeguard representative of the rabbinic mind-set.

Paul D. Wegner, professor of Old Testament studies at Gateway Seminary,
summarizes further safeguards and protocols that aided in the preservation and
transmission of the biblical texts:

From at least the first century AD onward the proto-MT [Masoretic Text]
was generally copied by well-trained, professional scribes who were
meticulous in their work. Jewish writings mention that the temple employed
correctors (meggihim) who scrutinized the scrolls to safeguard their
precision. From about AD 100 to 300 a second group of scribes arose, called
the Tannaim (tannaim), or “repeaters” (i.e., teachers), who began copying
their traditions shortly after the beginning of the Christian era. Sometime
during the talmudic period (100 BC to AD 400), which overlaps the periods



of the Sopherim, Tannaim, and Amoraim, meticulous rules were developed
to preserve the Old Testament text in synagogue scrolls:

1. Only parchments made from clean animals were allowed; these were to be
joined together with thread from clean animals.

2. Each written column of the scroll was to have no fewer than forty-eight
and no more than sixty lines whose breadth must consist of thirty letters.

3. The page was first to be lined, from which the letters were to be
suspended.

4. The ink was to be black, prepared according to a specific recipe.
5. No word or letter was to be written from memory.

6. There was to be the space of a hair between each consonant and the space
of a small consonant between each word, as well as several other spacing
rules.

7. The scribe must wash himself entirely and be in full Jewish dress before
beginning to copy the scroll.

8. He could not write the name Yahweh with a newly dipped brush, nor take
notice of anyone, even a king, while writing this sacred name.

Later an entire tractate (a treatise) was devoted to the proper procedure for
preparing a sacred scroll and included even more rules intended to assure an
accurate text. (Wegner, SGTC, 7-8)

2. Communities, Their Texts, and the Authority of Scripture

Along with the rabbinical tradition of textual transmission described above,
other communities of scribes produced biblical scrolls at variance with what
eventually became the Masoretic Text. However, these variations that exist
among different scribal communities active from the third century BC to the
destruction of the Temple in AD 70 need not be of great concern. James C.
VanderKam, professor of Hebrew Scriptures at the University of Notre Dame,
states:

The manuscripts from the Judean wilderness provide evidence that scriptural
texts were transmitted with considerable care by Jewish copyists. The
differences between the Judean Desert texts and MT are indeed numerous
though frequently very slight, often ones that do not affect the meaning of the



text for most purposes (e.g., spelling changes, omission or addition of a
conjunction). Statements in rabbinic literature describe the meticulous
procedures used later in copying scriptural texts; it seems great care was also
taken at an earlier time, as the Judean Desert texts suggest. The scribes were
not transmitting only one form of the texts; yet, from whatever scriptural
model they were copying, they presumably did the work with care according
to prevailing rules of the profession. (VanderKam, DSSB, 7-8)

These other communities (e.g., Qumran scribes, the community that
produced the Samaritan Pentateuch, translators of the Septuagint) would have
worked simultaneously with rabbinic scribes in areas around Judea, Samaria,
and, to some extent, Egypt. Eugene C. Ulrich, professor of Hebrew Scriptures at
the University of Notre Dame, describes the attitude of the Second Temple
Period scribes in light of the phenomenon of pluriformity—nonidentical, yet
similar, final forms of a biblical book:

The scrolls as well as the other contemporary witnesses bountifully attest to a
pluriformity—and as far as we can tell, a fully accepted pluriformity—in the
text of the Scriptures. There is no noticeable indication of a widespread
concern to have a single “standard text” or to move toward one. (Ulrich,
QBS, 86)

Regarding the question of authority in light of variants amongst the biblical
traditions (e.g., MT, LXX, SP, DSS) VanderKam states:

At the time when the communities associated with the scrolls were active,
the books known today as the components of the Hebrew Bible/Protestant
Old Testament were, with one exception (Daniel), already old. Despite their
age, or perhaps partly because of it, many of these books were thought by the
writers to have extraordinary value for present concerns, a value so
remarkable that they were believed to be authoritative in the contemporary
situation—a fundamental assumption that bears repeating and whose
importance can hardly be over-emphasized. (VanderKam, DSSB, 25)

While we, the authors, agree with VanderKam’s position concerning the
authority of the various traditions, we do not advocate for a late dating of Daniel.
For further discussion on this issue, see chapter 25.



It is also noteworthy that while the extant manuscripts produced by these
scribal communities are far removed in time from the original compositions,
they still provide a type of evidence unique to ancient literary studies.
VanderKam continues,

It should be acknowledged, of course, that even the more recently accessible
manuscript evidence is far removed in time from the earliest forms of the
texts of scriptural books and sections, even if there is dispute aplenty about
when the various compositions and sections of them were penned and
arranged. If one follows those who think much of the Hebrew Bible reached
its ultimate form in the Persian period, the Judean Desert manuscript finds
take one back only to a point a few centuries later. That, of course, is much
better than the situation confronting earlier scholars, but the chronological
gap between the earliest written form(s) and the surviving manuscript
evidence remains considerable. While that gap is a fact, it is also a fact that
the student of the Hebrew Bible is, comparatively speaking, in a rather
advantageous position. For example, the text of Plato’s works, apart from
some fragmentary second-third century C.E. papyri, is based on fifty-one
manuscripts copied in the ninth century and later. (VanderKam, DSSB, 17)

Clearly, all the aforementioned communities of scribes esteemed the
Scriptures as authoritative, perhaps even as canonical, and saw them as
addressing their deepest concerns and as necessary for directing their conduct.
(VanderKam, DSSB, 47-48) Finally, it seems that the communities of scribes
with various worldviews and methods began to unify at the end of the first
century AD. This ultimately led to a standardization of the biblical text that,
albeit not intentionally orchestrated, was an inevitable result of historical
circumstances. The results of the pluriformity of authoritative biblical texts
produced by varying scribal communities are discussed more adequately in
section V (Comparing Textual Traditions).

I11. The Biblical Manuscripts

This section concentrates on extant ancient Hebrew and non-Hebrew biblical
manuscripts that date from c. 650 BC. to c. AD 1100.



A. The Hebrew Sources

Among the ancient Hebrew sources, scholars are able to access the following
textual witnesses (a manuscript tradition or collection that illuminates the
original text): (1) the Masoretic Text (MT), (2) the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS), (3)
the Samaritan Pentateuch (SP), (4) the Nash Papyrus, and (5) the Silver Amulets.

1. The Masoretic Text (MT)

The majority of English translations of the Old Testament are derived from
the ancient texts created by the Masoretes. Peter W. Flint, director of the Dead
Sea Scrolls Institute at Trinity Western University, states,

The Masoretes were a group of Jewish scholars from the eighth century C.E.
onward who maintained ancient traditions and developed new ones for
copying the biblical text for liturgical or scholarly use. Earlier scholars who
had maintained these traditions, known as scribes, had as their chief concern
establishing and preserving the correct form of the biblical text. Many
scholars refer to the early form of the text that the Masoretes took over as the
pre-Masoretic or proto-Masoretic Text. (Flint, DSS, 36-37)

Wiirthwein also points out,

The Masoretes . . . sought to preserve the text of the Hebrew Scriptures as
faithfully and accurately as possible, and by adding vowel signs and
punctuation to establish an authoritative interpretation of the text. In this
respect four integral components of the medieval MT may be distinguished:
the consonant text, vocalization, organization of the text (spacing and
accents), and marginal notes (Masorah parva and magna). By about the 10th
century C.E. the Masoretes had achieved a textually controlled and excellent
form of the text that could be called normative. . . . [T]he text of the Hebrew
Scriptures had already been in circulation as a consonantal text for centuries.
And studies of the early history of the text show that already in the 2nd
century C.E. there was a standard form of the Masoretic consonantal text.
(Wiirthwein, TOT, 15)

Flint outlines the three historical periods of Masoretic scribal activity:



1. The first period originated among Babylonian Jews, the Pharisees, or
“temple circles,” and ended with the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE
or with the end of the Second Jewish Revolt (135). (The terms pre-
Masoretic or proto-Masoretic are used for precursors of the MT in this
period.)

2. The second period of transmission extends from the destruction of the
Temple 70 CE to the eighth century, with documents that show a high
degree of textual consistency. (The terms pre-Masoretic and proto-
Masoretic are also used for precursors of the MT in this period.)

3. The third period extends from the eighth century until the end of the
Middle Ages, and is characterized by almost complete textual unity. The
complete apparatus of the Masorah (markings and marginal notes) is
usually included, together with biblical quotations in the writings of
medieval commentators. Since the addition of vowels and accents and the
Masorah-demanded fixation of consonants, the MT became almost
completely standardized. (Flint, DSS, 37)

Scholars consider the most authoritative Masoretic Text to be those
manuscripts that were copied in the third historical period (c. AD 800 to 1100).
Four of these codices (a codex is a manuscript in book form with pages) were
produced by the Ben Asher family in Tiberias on the Sea of Galilee:

* Codex Cairensis (C). According to a colophon (an inscription at the end of
the book that gives information concerning the scribe and the time and
place of the manuscript’s production), Codex Cairensis was written and
vowel-pointed in AD 895 by Moses ben Asher. It contains the Former
Prophets (Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings) and the Latter
Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Minor Prophets).

* Aleppo Codex (A). Considered to be the most authoritative copy of the MT,
the consonantal text was copied by Shlomo ben Buya’a c. AD 920. Later
vowel signs and notes were added by Moses ben Asher c. AD 925.
Although only 294 of the original 487 pages survive, this manuscript has
been used as the basis for the Hebrew University Bible Project (HUBP) in
Jerusalem. (Flint, DSS, 38-39)

» Codex Leningradensis (L). Dated to AD 1008, Codex Leningradensis was
produced in its entirety to include the consonants, vowels, and Masorah by
one scribe, Samuel ben Jacob. Due to its being a complete work of the OT,



Leningradensis “is used by most biblical scholars in its published edition,
Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS), and now Biblia Hebraica Quinta
(BHQ).” (Flint, DSS, 40)

* Codex Oriental 4445 (B). Consisting of 186 folios (folded sheets of paper
yielding two book pages), Oriental 4445 contains Genesis 39:20 through
Deuteronomy 1:33. Of the 186 folios 131 date to c. AD 950, while the
remaining 55 folios were added c. AD 1540. (Wegner, SGTC, 158)

Other important Masoretic textual witnesses that date to the same period but
are not ascribed to the Ben Asher tradition include:

* Geniza Manuscripts. In the 1860s, approximately 250,000 Jewish
manuscript fragments were found in a geniza (a small storage room of a
synagogue) in Cairo. These manuscripts, 15 percent of which are biblical
texts in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Arabic, range in date from approximately
the sixth century AD to as late as 1880. (Wegner, SGTC, 156) The majority
of the biblical manuscripts are in the Masoretic tradition. (Flint, DSS, 38)

* Leningrad (formerly Petersburg) Codex of the Prophets. Discovered in
1839, the Leningrad Codex of the Prophets is dated to AD 916 and contains
the Latter Prophets. An interesting feature of this codex is “that the
Babylonian system of pointing is retained while the consonantal text,
punctuation, and Masorah follow the Western tradition. Thus the Codex of
the Prophets is a unique example of the Tiberian tradition beginning to
replace the Babylonian tradition.” (Wiirthwein, TOT, 43)

* Damascus Pentateuch. Dated to the late ninth or early tenth century AD,
the Damascus Pentateuch is a consonantal text from the Tiberian school of
the Masoretes that contains almost the entire Torah (Genesis 1:1-9:26 and
Exodus 18:1-23a are missing). This codex was originally vowel-pointed in
the Ben Naphtali tradition (another prominent scribal family from Tiberias),
but later amended with accents and vowel-points from the Ben Asher
tradition. (Wegner, SGTC, 159)

* Reuchlin Codex. Dated to AD 1105, the Reuchlin Codex is a recension (an
editorial revision) of the Ben Naphtali text.

* Erfurt Codices. Ranging between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries AD,
the Erfurt Codices consist of three manuscripts (E1, E2, E3), all of which
contain an entire OT, various Targums (Aramaic translations of Hebrew
Scripture), small Masorahs (scribal notes along the outside margin of the



text), and large Masorahs (textual traditions too lengthy to appear in the
margin of the text and collected instead in a handbook). (Wegner, SGTC,
161)

The tradition of the MT is significant for the following reasons: (1) It
provided the only textual witness to the Old Testament for more than 1,000 years
(ninth century AD to 1947); (2) Its internal consistency clearly attests to the care,
precision, and systematic rigor with which the Masoretic scribes copied the
manuscripts (see sections II.B and II.C above); (3) The MT tradition allows the
textual critic to reasonably posit a prior tradition going back to as early as AD
70; and (4) It provides the primary textual witness by which all other textual
witnesses are measured (see section V below).

However, regardless of the stability of the MT, there was still one question
that loomed for biblical scholars at the beginning of the twentieth century. The
late classical biblical scholar Sir Frederic Kenyon surmised, “The great, indeed
all-important, question which now meets us is this—Does this Hebrew text,
which we call Massoretic, and which we have shown to descend from a text
drawn up about AD 100, faithfully represent the Hebrew text as originally
written by the authors of the Old Testament books?” (Kenyon, OB, 47)

2. The Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS)

The answer to Kenyon’s question came eight years later with the discovery
of the Dead Sea Scrolls at the caves of Qumran in 1947. Flint attests to the
magnitude of this archaeological find:

In late 1946 or early 1947, Bedouin shepherds found several scrolls in a cave
near an ancient site called Qumran, about one mile inland from the western
shore of the Dead Sea, and 13 miles east of Jerusalem. This cave became
known as Cave 1, which contained seven scrolls altogether, including the
Great Isaiah Scroll and the Rule of the Community. By 1956, a total of 11
caves had been discovered at Qumran. These yielded various artifacts,
especially pottery, but most importantly scrolls (that is, rolled manuscripts).
Almost 1,050 scrolls were found in the Qumran caves in about 25,000 to
50,000 pieces. . . . More scrolls were discovered at other locations in the
vicinity of the Dead Sea, especially at Wadi Murabba’at (about 120 scrolls in
1951-1952), Nahal Hever (over 70 scrolls in 1951-1961), and Masada (15
scrolls in 1963-1965). Thus the term Dead Sea Scrolls refers not only to



scrolls discovered at Qumran (the main site) but also to scrolls from all sites
in the vicinity of the Dead Sea. . . . The Dead Sea Scrolls are very ancient
indeed: the earliest ones found at Qumran date from about 250 BCE or a
little earlier; the latest were copied shortly before the destruction of the
Qumran site by the Romans in 68 C.E. Scrolls from the other sites are
somewhat later: Masada (up to 74 C.E.), Wadi Murabba’at (up to 135 C.E.),
and Nahal Hever (up to 135 C.E.). . . . On April 11, 1948, the Dead Sea
Scrolls were announced to the world by Millar Burrows, one of America’s
leading biblical scholars, in the Times of London. Soon afterward, famed
archaeologist William F. Albright confirmed the antiquity of the scrolls,
praising them as “the greatest archaeological find of the twentieth century.”
(Flint, DSS, xx, xxi)

KNOWN BIBLICAL SCROLLS

Book Qumran Other Total
Deuteronomy 39 3 42
Psalms 39 3 42
Genesis 30 4 34
Exodus 30 1 31
Isaiah 22 1 23
Leviticus 22 2 24
Numbers 15 3 18
Daniel 11 0 11
12 Minor Prophets 13 2 15
Jeremiah 9 0 9
Ezekiel 6 0 6
1 and 2 Samuel 7 0 7
Job 6 0 6
Ruth 5 0 5




Song of Songs 4 0 4
Lamentations 4 0 4
Judges 5 0 5

1 and 2 Kings 5 0 5
Joshua 3 0 3
Proverbs 3 0 3
Ecclesiastes 2 0 2
Nehemiah 2 0 2

1 and 2 Chronicles 1 0 1
Ezra 1 0 1
Esther 0 0 0
(Total) 284 19 303
Adjusted Total 252 18 270
“On the Market” 48 0 48
Grand Total 300 18 318

Chart adapted from Flint, DSS, 75.

Flint developed a chart that lists the biblical scrolls (see “Known Biblical
Scrolls”). He further clarifies that “the 270 total has been adjusted down from
303, since 11 scrolls from Qumran and one from Muraba’at [sic] preserve parts
of more than one book in 33 cases. These can only be counted once.” (Flint, DSS
74) Aside from biblical manuscripts, other types of manuscripts found at the
Judean Desert sites include documents concerning the life of the community
(e.g., The Community Rule), commentaries on biblical books (e.g., Habakkuk
Peshar), works contained in the Apocrypha (e.g., Tobit) and Pseudepigrapha
(e.g., Assumption of Moses), and other sectarian writings (e.g., The War Scrolls).
A closer examination of each site highlights the richness of this historical find:

1. Qumran. Located on the shores of the Dead Sea, and considered by most



scholars to be the dwelling of a religious sectarian community known as the
Essenes (possibly meaning “doers of the Torah”), the caves at Qumran
provide the majority of the manuscripts found in the Judean Desert. (See
VanderKam, DSS, 101-104) Among the eleven caves at Qumran,
approximately 1,050 manuscripts were discovered, all of which were written
in Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek. Roughly three hundred of those are classified
as biblical manuscripts, and constitute our earliest witness to the biblical text.
(Wegner, SGTC, 151-153)

* Cave 1. The most outstanding of all the manuscripts, due to its near

complete preservation, is the Great Isaiah Scroll (1QIsa%), which was
found in Cave 1. Fragments of other biblical works found in Cave 1
include Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Judges, Samuel,
Ezekiel, Psalms, and Daniel. Cave 1 also yielded many nonbiblical
fragments such as Jubilees, A Lamech Apocalypse, A Testament of Levi,
Words of Moses, various commentaries (e.g., Micah, Zephaniah, and
Habakkuk), and additional psalms, liturgies, and hymns.

* Cave 2. Fragments from Genesis through Deuteronomy, Jeremiah,
Psalms, Job, Ruth, Ben Sira, Jubilees, and others.

* Cave 3. Fragments of Ezekiel, Psalms, Lamentations, a commentary on
Isaiah, and the so-called Copper Scroll.

* Cave 4. Rivaling Cave 1 in significance, Cave 4 yielded approximately
20,000 fragments representing more than 700 scrolls. Of these 700 scrolls
there is wide diversity among the texts ranging from biblical, nonbiblical,
and parabiblical to sectarian documents.

* Caves 5-10. Approximately 80 to 85 fragments containing portions of
Deuteronomy, Kings, Isaiah, Amos, Psalms, Lamentations, Genesis and
Exodus (in paleo-Hebrew script), Song of Songs, Daniel, Jeremiah, and
other Apocryphal works.

* Cave 11. Fragments of approximately 31 scrolls: most notably, the Psalms

Scroll(11QPs®), along with the Temple Scroll (11QT?), and the Targum of
Job (11QtgJob).

2. Wadi Murabba’at. This series of caves, located approximately eleven miles
south of Qumran, served as a refuge for Jewish rebels during the second
Jewish revolt against Rome (AD 132-135). Among the 120 documents found
at this location were contracts, letters signed by Simon bar Kokhba (d. AD



135), biblical scrolls (Pentateuch, Isaiah, and Minor Prophets), and a
palimpsest (a manuscript whose previous writing was scraped off in order to
be reused) that dates back to the seventh or eighth century BC (the original
text).

3. Nahal Hever. Also used as a hiding place for Jewish rebels, the caves at Nahal
Hever, located between Murabba’at and Masada, yielded a large number of
fragments, mainly consisting of letters and legal documents from the second
century AD. However, fragments of biblical scrolls were also found, including
Genesis, Numbers, Deuteronomy, and Psalms (these Hebrew manuscripts date
to c. AD 130 CE). Also, a near complete Greek manuscript of the Minor
Prophets dated to between 50 BC and AD 50 was also discovered.

4. Masada. It was at this location atop Herod the Great’s mountain fortress that
the remains of fifteen scrolls (seven of which are biblical) were discovered
between 1963 and 1965. Along with biblical fragments of Psalms 81:3 to
85:10, Leviticus, the final two chapters of Deuteronomy, an Ezekiel scroll,
and a copy of Psalm 150, there were also nonbiblical scrolls of Ben Sira,
Jubilees, and the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice. (Wegner, SGTC, 151-153)

The overall value of the manuscript discoveries in the Judean Desert to
biblical scholarship and historical studies cannot be overstated. Tov illustrates:

Since the discovery in 1947 of Hebrew and Aramaic texts in the Judean
Desert dating from approximately 250 BCE until 135 CE, our knowledge
about the Scripture text has increased greatly. . . . It should be remembered
that until the time of those discoveries no early Hebrew and Aramaic
Scripture texts were known, except for the Nash papyrus of the Decalogue . .
., and as a result the manuscripts of m [Masoretic Text] from the Middle
Ages served as the earliest Scripture sources in the original languages.
Therefore, the research before 1947 was based on Hebrew-Aramaic texts that
had been copied 1200 years or more after the composition of the biblical
books. At the same time, scholars also relied on manuscripts and early
papyrus fragments of the ancient translations . . ., which brought them much
closer to the time of the composition of the biblical books. All these,
however, are translations, and the reconstruction of their Hebrew-Aramaic
sources will always remain uncertain. . . . Therefore, the discovery in the
Judean Desert of many Hebrew-Aramaic texts dating from two millennia ago
has considerably advanced our knowledge of the early witnesses and the



procedure of the copying and transmitting of texts. (Tov, TC, 17)

Adding to Tov’s insight concerning textual transmission, James Alfred
Loader, professor of Old Testament studies at the University of Vienna, points
out the value of the Dead Sea Scrolls as the basis for intertextual studies (the
way that similar or related texts influence, reflect, or differ from each other; see
section V below) of the Hebrew Bible:

The Dead Sea Scrolls perhaps afford one of the best instances of the meaning
of the concept of intertextuality in biblical studies. . . . This is in evidence all
over the Dead Sea Scrolls and—since mainly biblical texts are concerned in
this respect—biblical scholarship cannot but pay more attention to the
phenomenon of intertextuality as it is exemplified in these texts. The Dead
Sea Scrolls create new contexts for reading the texts of the Hebrew Bible.
They do so because they are texts the origin of which was determined by a
particular understanding of the preexisting Hebrew Bible texts. . . . In the
case of the Dead Sea Scrolls, it means that they have not only originated in
the context of the Hebrew Bible, but have in turn created contexts for the
reading of the Hebrew Bible that were not there before the Dead Sea Scrolls.
(Loader, CNC, 44-45)

Specifically concerning the finds at Qumran, Tov identifies four benefits that
the manuscripts confer upon the biblical scholar:

 Readings not known previously help us to better understand many details in
the biblical text, often pertaining to matters of substance.

* The textual variety reflected in the four groups of texts described in §7
[Masoretic-like Texts, Pre-Samaritan Texts, Texts close to the presumed
Hebrew Source of the Septuagint, Non-Aligned Texts] provides a good
overview of the condition of the biblical text in the Second Temple period.

* The scrolls provide much background information on the technical aspects
of the copying of biblical texts and their transmission in the Second Temple
period.

* The reliability of the reconstruction of the Vorlage (the source text being

copied) of the ancient translations, especially [the Septuagint], is supported
much by the Qumran texts. (Tov, TC, 108-110)



Wegner affirms the primacy of the Masoretic tradition as attested to by all
the manuscripts found at the other Judean Desert sites:

All the manuscripts found at Wadi Murabba’at are very similar to the MT
(all eighteen of the additions and corrections made to the manuscripts are
toward the MT) and help to confirm that during the first century AD the MT
had indeed become unified. . . . All the biblical texts [found at Nahal Hever],
along with a Hebrew phylactery fragment of Exodus 13:2-10, 11-16, are
dated to about AD 130 and their translations are virtually identical to the MT
. . . The Masada manuscripts are written in Hebrew square script and are
virtually identical to the MT (in wording as well as the divisions of the lines),
except for slight differences in the Ezekiel text. (Wegner, SGTC, 150-151,
155, 153)

In addition to answering many questions concerning the textual history of the
Hebrew Bible, one other area of scholarship greatly impacted by the Dead Sea
Scrolls is that of New Testament studies. VanderKam states,

Despite the gulf that at times divides the religious expressions in the New
Testament and in the scrolls, the latter offer much information that enriches
the reading of the former. One way of putting the matter is to say that the
scrolls offer backlighting on the New Testament that aids considerably in
understanding parts of it. There is no need to go so far as to assert direct
influence from scrolls to New Testament authors; rather, the information in
some of the Qumran works allows one to interpret a series of New Testament
passages in a fuller way, with a greater appreciation for them against the
backdrop of their time and world. With the added knowledge about Second
Temple Judaism arising from the scrolls, one’s understanding of some New
Testament passages can be enriched and deepened. (VanderKam, DSS, 120)

Although the Dead Sea Scrolls carry the day in terms of providing biblical
scholars with a treasure trove of data concerning the transmission of Old
Testament texts, there are also other Hebrew textual witnesses that deserve
mention.

3. The Samaritan Pentateuch (SP)

The Samaritan Pentateuch is a version of the Hebrew Torah (the first five



books of the Old Testament) that is written in a special version of an early
Hebrew script that allows scholars to date the SP to as early as the Hasmonean
period (third century BC). (Tov, TC, 75) While the oldest extant manuscripts of
the SP date to the Middle Ages, the original SP was likely either developed by
Israelites who were assimilated into the Assyrian Empire during its conquest of
the Northern Kingdom in 721 BC, or by a community in the area of Samaria that
developed sometime between the Persian period (538 to 332 BC) and the
destruction of the Temple in Shechem in 128 BC.

As discussed in section V (Comparing Textual Traditions), while variants
between the texts of the SP and the MT exist, they (1) most likely derive from
the Samaritan community’s shift from the Temple in Jerusalem to their own
Temple on Mount Gerizim, and (2) are either orthographic (concerning letters
and spelling) or stylistic in nature, which marginalizes their significance.
(Wiirthwein, TOT, 82)

Lee Martin McDonald, professor of New Testament at Acadia Divinity
College, highlights the sectarian divide between the SP and the MT:

While these two forms of the Pentateuch have much that overlaps, several
textual variations may indicate two literary editions of an earlier Pentateuch.
Certainly, the Samaritans considered their Pentateuch to be the authoritative
form of the text. For example, the MT of Deut. 27:4-5 says that after the
Jews cross the Jordan River, they are to build an altar to the Lord on Mount
Ebal, but the Samaritan Pentateuch of the same passage, which may well be
the earlier text, says that it is to be built on Mount Gerizim. On the other
hand, the Samaritan Pentateuch adds to the Decalogue a command to build
an altar on Mount Gerizim. The Samaritans did not see themselves as a sect
of Judaism, but rather as the community that interpreted the Mosaic tradition
more accurately, unlike the other Jewish sects that wrongly promoted
Jerusalem as the religious center of God. (McDonald, BC, 138)

The overall value of the SP cannot be denied inasmuch as it was a popular
version of the Hebrew Torah in use prior to the rabbinic tradition. Furthermore,
it provides the textual critic with yet another witness to the earlier forms of the
Pentateuchal texts. As Wegner states, however, regarding the use of the SP, “it
actually turns out to be of little value for establishing original readings of the MT
because of several significant limitations: (1) it is probably a popularized
revision of the text of the Old Testament; (2) no manuscripts of the SP precede



the eleventh or twelfth century AD; and (3) it contains sectarian tendencies.”
(Wegner, SGTC, 170-171)

4. The Nash Papyrus

Until the discovery of the scrolls at Qumran, the Nash Papyrus, named after its
discoverer in 1902, was the earliest textual witness to the Hebrew Bible. Dating
between the second and first century BC, it contains the Decalogue (The Ten
Commandments), other parts of Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5, and the Shema
of Deuteronomy 6:4-5. (Wiirthwein, DSSB, 8)

5. The Silver Amulets

The Silver Amulets (c. seventh or sixth century BC) provide one final extant
piece of evidence possibly attesting to the existence of an early form of the
Hebrew Bible. Lawrence Schiffman, former professor of Hebrew and Judaic
studies at New York University, describes the amulets:

The priestly blessing (Numbers 6:22-27) played a major role in Jewish
worship in the Temple and synagogue. Its text, inscribed in the ancient
Hebrew script, was found on an amulet from the 7th—6th century BCE at
Ketef Hinnom in Jerusalem. This inscription is the earliest attestation of a
text from the Torah. Some scholars have argued that this amulet proves that
the blessing preexisted the book of Numbers. In our view, the use of this
passage as an amulet indicates that it was already known in its present
context. (Schiffman, FTT, 25, emphasis added)

William Schniedewind, professor of biblical studies at the University of
California, Los Angeles, emphasizes the importance of the amulets in the
context of early Hebrew writing:

These two amulets would not have been unique. They were not one-of-a-kind
objects. We must assume that these chance finds represent a much larger
phenomenon in the late monarchic period. People would use traditional texts
as amulets that were worn around the neck. Although these texts were not to
be read, their use speaks to the religious power that written texts came to
have in the late Judean monarchy. (Schniedewind, HBBB, 106)

B. The Non-Hebrew Sources



This section deals almost exclusively with the Greek translation of the
Hebrew Bible, known as the Septuagint (LXX), and its relationship to the
Masoretic Text (MT) and Judean Desert texts (DSS). Other later Greek
translations (Hexapla, Theodotion, Symmachus) are discussed briefly, but the
LXX provides the most valuable non-Hebrew witness for Old Testament textual
criticism.

1. The Septuagint (LXX)

After the conquest of the Middle East by Alexander the Great (c. 330 BC),
Greek became the lingua franca extending from Egypt in the east through
Palestine, all the way to the region of Persia. At some point it became the
dominant language of Hellenized Jewish communities, thus prompting the
translation of the Hebrew-Aramaic manuscripts into Greek. Flint gives one
possible version of the origin of the LXX:

The Septuagint was originally only the Greek translation of the Pentateuch.
For most scholars, the term Septuagint is more wide-ranging and includes
Greek translations of the Hebrew Bible, the additions to some books (for
example, Daniel), books among the Apocrypha (for example, 1 Maccabees
and Judith), and books not among the Apocrypha of the Roman Catholic
Church but recognized by Orthodox churches (for example, the Prayer of
Manasseh and Psalm 151). The term comes from the Latin Septuaginta,
meaning “seventy” (hence the abbreviation LXX in Roman numerals), and is
derived from a fascinating story. According to the Letter of Aristeas (written
sometime between 150 and 100 BCE by Aristeas, a Jew from Alexandria),
the Egyptian king Ptolemy II (285-247) ordered his librarian, Demetrius of
Phalerum, to collect all the books in the world for his famous Library at
Alexandria. Demetrius believed that this collection should include a copy of
the Jewish law translated into Greek. In response to an invitation, the high
priest Eleazar sent six elders from each of the twelve tribes, for a total of 72.
Following their arrival in Alexandria, drafts of the translation were made,
and the final version was completed in exactly 72 days. (Flint, DSS, 46)

Because scholars consider the Letter of Aristeas to be, for the most part, a
legendary account, other theories concerning the origin of the LXX have been
suggested:



The Septuagint began to take shape in the third century BCE in response to
the needs of the Alexandrian Jewish community. Initially all that was
translated was a version of the Torah for worship and study. The translators
may have included Palestinian scholars, and the project may even have been
encouraged by the king. On the other hand, the text may have come about
more informally, as an oral translation used in worship services, which later
was edited and committed to writing. By the second century the books of the
latter prophets, then the former, were translated as well. Some of the
Writings had also been translated by the beginning of the second century
BCE, whereas others were rendered into Greek only in the first century.
(Schiffman, FTT, 92)

The content of the LXX differs from the Hebrew Old Testament in two
respects: (1) number and order of books (issues relating to canonicity); and (2)
variants within each book (an issue relating to textual criticism). The LXX
contains additional books not found in the Hebrew tradition, some of which are
preserved in Roman Catholic Bibles and normally referred to as the Apocrypha.
These books, ranging in date from c. fourth century BC to c. first century AD,
include Tobit, Judith, Additions to Esther, 1 and 2 Maccabees, The Wisdom of
Solomon, Ecclesiasticus (a.k.a. Sirach, The Wisdom of Ben Sira), Baruch, and
the additions to Daniel (The Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young
Men, Susanna, and Bel and the Dragon). Additional books found in LXX
manuscripts are maintained in some orthodox canons (e.g., Slavonic, Greek
Orthodox). These books, ranging in date from c. first century BC to the late first
century AD, include The Prayer of Manasseh, Psalm 151, 1 Esdras (a.k.a. 2
Esdras), 2 Esdras (a.k.a. 3 Esdras), and 3 and 4 Maccabees. (Flint, DSS, 49-50)

The text of the LXX has been preserved in three forms: (1) ancient papyri
(e.g., Chester Beatty papyri, Judean Desert fragments); (2) uncials (Greek
manuscripts written in all capital letters, commonly used between the first and
sixth centuries AD, e.g., Codex Sinaiticus, Codex Vaticanus, Codex
Alexandrinus); and (3) medieval minuscules (Greek manuscripts written in
smaller cursive script, predominantly used between the ninth and fifteenth
centuries AD). Of the earliest extant fragments of the LXX, several are
noteworthy.

* Rylands Papyri. Dating from the second century BC to the fifth century
AD, this collection includes Papyrus Greek 458 (contains Deut. 23—-28),



one of the oldest fragments of the Greek Bible. This collection also
preserves manuscripts with portions of Genesis, Chronicles, Job, and Isaiah.

* Chester Beatty Papyri. Dating from the second to fourth century CE, this
collection contains the remnants of eleven codices that preserve parts of
Genesis, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Esther,
Sirach, 1 Enoch, and approximately fifteen New Testament books.

» Oxyrhynchus Papyri. Discovered in Egypt, these manuscripts, ranging in
date from the first to ninth century AD, contain portions of the Pentateuch,
Joshua, Judges, Ruth, Psalms, and the Prophets.

* Freer Papyri. Dating from the third to fifth century CE, this collection
contains Deuteronomy, Joshua, the Minor Prophets, and Psalms.

* Société Egyptienne de papyrologie. One of the oldest of the early
manuscripts, dating to the late second or early first century BC, these
fragments represent portions of three different scrolls, with texts from
Genesis and Deuteronomy. One unique feature found in the Deuteronomy
scroll is a space left by an initial Greek scribe allowing for a second scribe
to write the Tetragrammaton in the Old Hebrew script. (Wiirthwein, TOT,
105)

In addition to these papyri, the earliest and most complete manuscripts of the
LXX available to scholars today are Codex Vaticanus (fourth century AD),
Codex Sinaiticus (late fourth to early fifth century AD), and Codex Alexandrinus
(mid-fifth century AD).

Scholars also have discovered evidence of modifications made to the original
translation of the LXX. These modifications to the Greek text are commonly
termed recensions, and are defined by two characteristics: (1) they have the
vocabulary of the Old Greek translations as a common base, and (2) they move
the text toward a greater fidelity to the Hebrew text (i.e., proto-Masoretic Text).
(Wiirthwein, TOT, 106) The four most identifiable recensions of the Greek Old
Testament are:

* Kaige Recension. Previously attributed to Theodotion at the end of the
second century AD, it was shown after the discovery of the Dead Sea
Scrolls (cf. The Twelve Prophets scroll of Nahal Hever) that the Kaige
Recension was produced much earlier (c. 50 BC to AD 50).

* Aquila Recension. Dated to c. AD 130, this alleged pupil of Rabbi Aquiba
produced a highly literal recension toward the Masoretic Text. While this



wooden literalism closely attests to the Hebrew text of the time, it made the
Greek text nearly unintelligible.

» Symmachus Recension. A Samaritan convert named Symmachus produced
a hybrid of translation and recension sometime around AD 170. This pupil
of Rabbi Meir attempted to balance the Hebrew text with the Greek
receptor language.

* Theodotion Recension. Working as late as AD 190, Theodotion expanded
upon the earlier Kaige Recension, occasionally transcribing Hebrew words
into the text when Greek names for specific terms were not available.
(Wiirthwein, TOT, 108-109)

Wiirthwein highlights the importance of these recensions concerning the
relationship between rabbinical Judaism and the early Christian Church:

It should be noted here again that the emergence of Jewish recensions
developed in connection with the growing distancing of Rabbinic Judaism
from the LXX. This does not mean, first, that the rabbis rejected the LXX
text. They did not try to edit or to improve it, but rather looked to competing
versions. In the frequent debates between Jews and Christians over the
proper interpretation of certain biblical passages, when Christians appealed
naturally to the current LXX text, Jews would bring out their competing
translations against it. (Wiirthwein, TOT, 109-110)

As we have seen, the text of the LXX has experienced its own history of
modification, revisions, and recensions. From the time of its original translation
in the third century BC to its textual stabilization in the first and second centuries
AD, various editions have naturally given rise to variants, both internal and
external (in relation to MT and DSS). Wiirthwein gives a contemporary example
of what varying editions of a base text might look like today:

Emanuel Tov’s manual on textual criticism originally appeared in Hebrew in
1989, and in 1992 the author published it in English, somewhat rewritten,
expanded, and improved. The German edition of 1997 by Heinz-Josef Fabry
was based on the English edition in consultation with the author. Finally in
2001 a second English edition appeared, but with only a few minor revisions.
Thus there are four different editions of the manual. Naturally the essential
difference between this example and the OT is that the OT is a traditional



literature and not a book by a single author. (Wiirthwein, TOT, 103)

Variants between textual witnesses (e.g., MT, LXX, SP, DSS), whether
unintended errors (e.g., spelling mistakes, omission or addition of words) or
intentional alterations (e.g., lexical and grammatical changes, harmonizations)
are discussed further in section V below.

The historical significance of the LXX, including its various renditions,
continues to be definitive in the life of the church and the realm of biblical
scholarship. Raija Sollamo, professor of biblical languages at the University of
Helsinki, writes,

The high prestige of the Greek Bible as an inspired translation, enjoying the
same authority as the Hebrew source text, contributed to establishing the
conviction that a Greek translation of the law and prophets and Psalms was
not only of value for those who did not know Hebrew, but also very
acceptable as the sacred text of a Greek-speaking religious community
instead of the source text. (Sollamo, SSS, 501)

Concerning the value of the LXX in the process of biblical translation,
Sollamo continues,

The favorable reception of the original Septuagint (Pentateuch), promoted by
the Letter of Aristeas in the second century BCE, was of crucial importance
as an encouraging model for all future Bible translations in whatever
language. A translation, too, could be inspired and so replace the original. In
the first century C.E., the Alexandrian Jewish philosopher commentator
Philo was the first to attribute the translation process of the Septuagint to

divine guidance. . . . Thus the Septuagint opened the door for further Bible
translations. . . . The history of the Christian church came to be a history of
Bible translations. . . . During the first centuries C.E. most Bible translations

were made from the Septuagint, and for this reason they are designated as
daughter versions, such as the Vetus Latina or Old Latin, the Sahidic and
Bohairic Coptic, Ethiopic and Armenian translations. (Sollamo, SSS, 501,
502)

While Sollamo’s comments show the value of the LXX to the first and
second century Greek-speaking Jewish communities, we do not intend to suggest



the inspiration of modern translations. Nor do we mean to comment on the
ongoing debate amongst evangelicals regarding the inspiration of the LXX as
compared to the autographs (the original documents written or dictated by the
author).

Concerning the place of the LXX in the field of contemporary textual
criticism, Tov states,

In the past, the value of the LXX for biblical research was viewed in
different ways, with excessive stress placed either on the translators’
exegesis and techniques or on the differences between their Hebrew text and
MT. There certainly was (and still is) a tendency, even among critical
scholars, to depreciate the value of the LXX by ascribing most of its
deviations to the translators’ exegesis and techniques. . . . Ever since the
nineteenth century there have been scholars who, in their evaluation of the
LXX, took the middle road between recognizing Hebrew variants and the
translators’ exegesis. . . . The understanding and use of the LXX as a tool in
biblical criticism were significantly advanced in the middle of the present
century by the finds of Hebrew scrolls at Qumran. It was then recognized
that many of the Hebrew readings (variants) tentatively reconstructed from
the LXX did indeed exist as readings in Hebrew scrolls from Qumran. . . .
These agreements between the Hebrew scrolls from Qumran and the Jewish-
Greek translation of the LXX . . . enhanced the credibility of the LXX,
although there inevitably continued to be a great deal of argument over
matters of detail. The LXX has definitely been recognized by most biblical
scholars as a tool that provides important information for the textual criticism
of the Bible. (Tov, TCUS, 33, 34, 35)

Finally, Sollamo demonstrates how the use of kUplog (kyrios) in the LXX as
a rendering of the Hebrew divine name m™ (YHWH) played a crucial role in
defining the authority, and indeed the identity, of Jesus Christ by the early New
Testament church:

One of the most influential renderings was the regular use of the term Kopiog
“the Lord” for the Hebrew proper name Yahweh, the “tetragrammaton” (four
lettered name) . . . The new terminus technicus, Kopilog, was very suitable as
a designation of a deity in the hellenistic world. . . . The title KOplog as a
surrogate for Yahweh proved very suitable for use by Christians. They



ascribed the same title to the risen Christ present in the worship of the
congregation. Jesus Christ probably did not receive this title through the
influence of the Greek scriptures, but once it had been conferred on him,
many things that those scriptures said about “the Lord” could be attributed to
the new Lord, Jesus the Christ. (Sollamo, SSS, 507, 508)

2. The Hexapla

One final early non-Hebrew witness to the Old Testament is the Hexapla of
Origen. Wiirthwein provides a concise description:

The Hexapla of Origen is a point of intersection in the history of the text. It
brought together the mainstream of the LXX tradition and engaged Jews in a
discussion of the Greek text. The Alexandrian theologian, working on the
church’s revision between 230 and 240 C.E., arranged the biblical text in six
parallel columns: (1) the Hebrew text, (2) the Hebrew text in Greek
transcription, (3) the translation by Aquila, (4) the translation by
Symmachus, (5) the LXX text, and (6) the translation by Theodotion.
(Wiirthwein, TOT, 110)

Although the Hexapla does not exist in its original form, its content is known
from fragments, quotations from church fathers, the Syro-Hexapla (translation of
the Greek Hexapla into Syriac, in the seventh century AD by Paul from Tella),
and marginal notes in Septuagint manuscripts. As to its value regarding textual
criticism, in spite of internal differences likely due to varying Hebrew readings,
all columns of the Hexapla, except for column 5 (LXX), reflect the MT. (Tov,
TC, 146)

IV. The Nonbiblical Manuscripts

This section concentrates on extant ancient nonbiblical manuscripts that are
highly valuable as resources for understanding the text of the Hebrew Bible and
its interpretation. Among the ancient nonbiblical manuscripts, scholars possess
the following textual witnesses: (1) the Aramaic Targums, (2) the Mishnah and
the Gemara, and (3) the Midrash. Schiffman states, “These texts, orally
formulated and orally transmitted and taught, set forth the basic principles of the



oral law and argued for the integrity of the Torah, written and oral. These
documents served as the basis for the later development of Judaism and, in the
case of the Mishnah, set the agenda for all future study of Jewish law.”
(Schiffman, FTT, 200)

A. The Aramaic Targums

The earliest of the Aramaic Targums (Targumim) likely originated during
the postexilic period when Aramaic had become the primary language in
Palestine (the fourth and third century BC), roughly around the same time as the
Greek translation of the Pentateuch. However, the majority of these Aramaic
commentaries on the Hebrew text are dated between the second and fifth
centuries AD. Tov provides a concise description of the origin and background
of the Targums:

The Targumim were created within the Jewish communities as the official
companion to Hebrew Scripture in rabbinic Judaism, prepared for the
learned, not for the masses. . . . These translations facilitated the introduction
of some modernizations and exegesis in translation, while leaving the
Hebrew text itself intact. Throughout the centuries, the Jewish Targumim
retained a more special status within the Jewish communities than all other
translations. The medieval commentators often quoted from them, and they
were printed in full in the Rabbinic Bibles alongside the Hebrew text.
Targumim were made of each of the books of the Bible (excluding Ezra,
Nehemiah, and Daniel), sometimes more than one. (Tov, TC, 148)

As to the significance of the Aramaic Targums, Wegner states:

[The Aramaic Targums] are important to textual criticism for several
reasons: (1) they may contain early traditions concerning the reading of the
text; (2) they include early Jewish traditions as to the interpretation of the
biblical texts; and (3) they are written in Aramaic, which is closely related to
biblical Hebrew. (Wegner, SGTC, 175)

B. The Mishnah and the Gemara

Schiffman provides a clear understanding of the history and importance of
the Mishnah and the Gemara to rabbinic Judaism:



The Mishnah is the basic document of Rabbinic Judaism. Compiled around
200 C.E,, it is fundamentally a curriculum for the study of Jewish law,
arranged topically. It contains material attributed to figures as early as the
third century B.C.E. The vast bulk of the material is attributed to tannaim,
sages from the latter years of the first century B.C.E. through the end of the
second century C.E. The Tosefta was the earliest commentary on the
Mishnah, and its compilation is therefore to be dated somewhat later. Yet
many of the sayings preserved in the Tosefta are attributed to the same
tannaim cited in the Mishnah. (Schiffman, FTT, 10)

Later scribes (amoraim), working between the third and sixth centuries AD
in two locations (Babylon and Palestine), added further commentary (gemaras)
to the Mishnah, thus resulting in what can now be called the Babylonian Talmud
and the Palestinian Talmud.

C. The Midrash

In addition to the Mishnah and the Gemara, Schiffman details a third method
of rabbinic exposition:

The midrashim constitute sustained interpretations of Scripture arranged
according to biblical sequence. The tannaitic midrashim preserved materials
that emerged out of the discussions in the tannaitic academies but were
redacted (collected and edited) in the amoraic period [c. AD 230-500]. The
later amoraic expository midrashim have as their setting the synagogues of
northern Palestine. The editing of some of these texts extended until the early
Middle Ages. As with the Talmuds, these collections can be used for
historical purposes only after the closest analysis of attributions and careful
dating of materials, as well as detailed study of manuscript evidence and
exegetical traditions. . . . The midrashic method is a technique of scriptural
exposition. It concentrated primarily on the Torah, which was the supreme
authority for the midrashic method and was studied as the basic text.
Scholars and students explained how specific laws derived from biblical
verses or words and how the laws were to be applied. (Schiffman, FTT, 11,
184)

This corpus of rabbinic literature, which defined Judaism after the
destruction of the Temple and embodied the history of oral Torah,



predominantly reflects the proto-Masoretic and later Masoretic textual traditions.

V. Comparing Textual Traditions

This section considers the nature and methodology of textual criticism, also
known as “lower criticism.” McDonald underscores the purpose of this process
when he states:

The first responsibility of any interpreter of the Bible is to determine
precisely what the author wrote. The primary goal of textual criticism is to
establish the original wording of a text insofar as that is possible. Since none
of the original manuscripts, or autographs, has survived antiquity, text-
critical scholars evaluate a myriad of ancient manuscripts that often are
remarkably different from each other, in order to determine the earliest or
most original reading possible. (McDonald, BC, 356)

In his seminal work, Tov explains the necessity of this discipline at it relates
to the text of the Old Testament:

The biblical text has been transmitted in many ancient and medieval sources
that are known to us from modern editions in different languages: We
possess fragments of leather and papyrus scrolls that are at least two
thousand years old in Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic, as well as manuscripts in
Hebrew and other languages from the Middle Ages. These sources shed light
on and witness to the biblical text, hence their name: “textual witnesses.” All
these textual witnesses differ from one another to a greater or lesser extent.
Since no textual source contains what could be called the biblical text, a
serious involvement in biblical studies necessitates the study of all sources,
which necessarily involves study of the differences between them. The
comparison and analysis of these textual differences thus holds a central
place within textual criticism. (Tov, TC, 3)

In an earlier work, Tov lays out the task of the textual critic:
The study of the biblical text involves an investigation of its development, its

copying and transmission, and of the processes which created readings and
texts over the centuries. During this procedure, textual critics collect all the



details in which the Hebrew and translated texts differ one from another.
Some of these differences were created in the course of the textual
transmission, while others derived from an earlier stage, that of the literary
growth. . . . Scholars try to isolate and evaluate the readings which were
created during the textual transmission by comparing them with other textual
data, especially MT. This evaluation . . . is limited to the readings created
during the textual transmission (not including those created in earlier stages),
and the literary growth of the book, even if those readings are included in
textual witnesses. Most scholars believe that this evaluation involves a
reconstruction of elements included in the original text of the Bible. (Tov,
TCUS, 4)

He goes on to define the essence of a textual variant:

A variant is any detail in a textual source of the Hebrew Bible that differs
from a specific form of MT. Thus differences in consonants and in complete
words, as well as omissions, additions, and transpositions are all variants.
Differences in orthography are also variants, but they are often treated as a
separate category. Retroverted variants, that is, variants retroverted from a
translation, likewise differ from MT. The term “variant” is also used for
elements such as vocalization and different divisions of words and sentences
which were not indicated in the scrolls used by the translators, but which
necessarily are reflected in the translation. (Tov, TCUS, 124)

It is important to note at this juncture the difference between literary
criticism and textual criticism. Literary criticism, as typically understood, is the
study of the internal form and literary content of a written work until a final form
is achieved and the transmission of that form is initiated. Textual criticism is the
study of the second stage of this process, the propagation of that final literary
form. This is not to imply that textual criticism issues would not arise during the
period of literary development. However, this section focuses on issues that
pertain to variants among the four primary witnesses mentioned above (e.g., MT,
LXX, SP, DSS).

A. Methods for Determining the Best Reading

As to the methodology employed by scholars to determine the best reading
of any given biblical text, there are four steps to determine the “best reading”—



the most plausible original wording of the final literary form.

1. Collect the Evidence

As in any good investigation, scholars first collect all available evidence. This
pool of evidence includes all of the ancient biblical sources (Hebrew and
translations), as well as later medieval biblical manuscripts and contemporary
scholarly compilations. A common starting place for most scholars is the MT,
which has been critiqued and compiled into diplomatic editions, such as the
Biblica Hebraica Stuttgartensia and the Biblica Hebraica Quinta.

2. Evaluate Internal and External Evidence

After collecting evidence from these textual witnesses, scholars use the
following guidelines to determine the most plausible reading of a passage.

* Determine the reading that would most likely give rise to the other
readings.

* Carefully evaluate the weight of the manuscript evidence.

* Determine if the reading is a secondary reading or a gloss (a commentary or
annotation appearing alongside Scripture text).

» Determine which reading is most appropriate in its context. (Wegner,
SGTC, 125)

Clearly, a certain level of subjectivity exists in each of these four guidelines.
A certain amount of intuition, common sense, and skill must then play into the
scholar’s final judgment. Scholars use these guidelines and their own inductive
reasoning to analyze the internal evidence of textual variants (i.e., intentional
changes and unintentional scribal errors). While scholars debate the value of
external evidence when attempting to determine the most plausible reading,
these criteria may aid in making a final assessment: (1) age of the textual
witness; (2) degree of geographical attestation; (3) reliability of the textual
witness (traditionally scholars have weighted the MT more heavily).

3. Determine the Most Plausible Reading

Once steps 1 and 2 have been completed, a final determination can be made.
Wegner summarizes the process for arriving at a conclusion:

This evaluation process is sometimes difficult because some of the evidence



may be missing. The two most important guidelines, however, are trying to
determine (1) the reading that would most likely give rise to the other
readings . . . and (2) the reading that is most appropriate in context. . . .
Common sense, caution and logic must prevail—sometimes several readings
are possible. In general the MT often contains the most reliable reading even
though in some instances its readings can apparently be improved. . . . The
overall thought of the passage will not usually change significantly no matter
which variant is chosen. (Wegner, SGTC, 133)

4. Conjectural Emendation

One final option available to scholars, although considered highly speculative, is
conjectural emendation. (See Tov, TC, 325-331) These emendations (changes)
are scholarly “best-guesses™ as to how the original may have read.

B. Intentional Changes and Unintentional Scribal Errors

Although it cannot be denied that unintended errors and intentional
modifications have occurred to the biblical texts over time, most of these can be
identified, categorized, and properly understood in their relation to the overall
reliability of the transmission of the original content of Scripture.

1. Unintentional Scribal Errors

It was natural in the course of centuries of hand copying and transmitting
biblical texts that unintended mistakes were made due to the fallibility of human
scribes. For the most part, these mistakes are easily identified by the text critic
and, therefore, do very little to obfuscate the determination of a most plausible
reading of the text. Some examples are:

1. Mistaken Letters. The confusion of similar looking letters, such as T (d, dalat)
and N (r, resh). Example. Genesis 10:4 mentions a people group called the
“Dodanim,” while the same group is called the “Rodanim” in 1 Chronicles
1:7.

2. Homophony. The substitution of words that sound similar. This is similar to
mistaking “its” for “it’s” or “there” for “their” in English.

3. Haplography. The omission of a letter or word, which “can easily happen
when, in copying a text, one’s eye skips ahead to another word or line with the



same word or letter.” (Wegner, SGTC, 46)

4. Dittography. The doubling of a letter or word (i.e. the opposite of
haplography). Example. In Jeremiah 51:3a the verb yidrok (“he drew a bow™)
is written twice. This error was later corrected by the Masoretes by removing
the second word.

Other unintended errors (e.g., metathesis, fusion, fission, homoioteleuton,
and homoioarkton) are easily identified in textual transmission and bear no
significant effect on the meaning of the text.

2. Intentional Changes

Manuscript evidence demonstrates a desire to preserve the biblical narratives,
while at the same time attempting to make them relevant to the culture in which
the scribe was living. This in no way casts doubt on the reverence that Jewish
scribes had for the text, as most of these intentional changes were meant to add
clarity. As Wegner states,

The Jewish nation believed the Scriptures were a living book with continuing
relevance, prompting scribes occasionally to update or expand the text to
make it more readily understandable. . . . In their zealousness to preserve
Scripture, scribes had a tendency to include everything in the text (e.g.,
glosses, marginal notes, insertions) rather than omit anything; thereby
expanding the text in some places. (Wegner, SGTC, 50, 51)

Wegner lays out six categories of intentional changes made by scribes (the
following information is adapted from Wegner, SGTC, 50-55):

1. Spelling and Grammar Changes. Archaic language tended to be updated to the
language contemporary with the community and culture in order to further
comprehension.

2. Harmonization. The modification of a passage for the purpose of bringing it in
line with a parallel passage. Example. In MT, Genesis 14:14 states that
Abraham pursued Lot’s captors as far as the city of Dan. However, according
to Judges 18:29 and Joshua 19:47, the city would not have been known as Dan
until much later. Hence, a scribe updated the place name in Genesis 14:14
from its older names, Laish (Judg. 18:29) and Leshem (Josh. 19:47), to the
name of the same city that would have been familiar to his audience.



3. Euphemistic Changes. Scribes changed certain elements of the text that they
considered inappropriate or offensive to the sensitivities of the culture.
Example. A later recension of the LXX 2 Samuel 12:9 states, “Why have you
despised the Lorn?” The MT uses a more subtle form of the same question,
“Why have you despised the word of the Lord?” This seems to be an attempt
by the MT to lighten David’s rebuking by the prophet Nathan. (Wiirthwein,
TOT, 178-179)

4. Theological Changes. These occurred because God or other biblical persons
were displayed in an unfavorable or irreverent manner. Example. Genesis
18:22 originally stated that “God remained standing before Abraham.”
However, the image of standing before someone had come to denote a role of
servitude to that person. Therefore, the sentence structure was rearranged.

5. Additions and Glosses. There are many instances in which explanatory notes
were inserted into the text in order to clarify words or phrases that would have
been difficult to understand.

6. Other Changes. Typically, these would be modifications to rare words,
unclear phrases, or words used in an unorthodox manner. Example. The MT
uses the verb hazaq in Isaiah 39:1 to signify, “to get well, or recuperate.” This
seems to have been replaced with a more common word in the Qumran scroll

(1QIsa?), haya, “to live, revive, recuperate.”

Despite the fact that there have been intentional modifications to the text in
order to provide clarity and relevance to the community contemporary with the
scribe, modern readers need not be concerned that these changes compromise the
reliability or accuracy of the Bible we have today. In many cases the changes are
obvious and scholars can identify the original reading with a high degree of
confidence.

VI. Concluding Remarks

As to the evidence for the reliability and accuracy of the transmission of Old
Testament narratives prior to our oldest extant manuscripts, our objective has
been to show that: (1) oral transmission was not only primary in ANE cultures,
but also reliable and authoritative; (2) evidence suggests a dramatic increase of
written transmission as early as the eighth century BC; (3) archaeological
evidence has confirmed to a high degree the context of even the earliest OT



historical narratives; and (4) Jesus and the New Testament writers viewed the
written forms of the OT as authoritative and inspired by God.

A. Oral Transmission in ANE Cultures

Embedded in the scholarship of much of contemporary biblical criticism is a
reliance on false presuppositions made by nineteenth-and early twentieth-century
biblical scholars who failed to account properly for the primacy and authority of
orality over textuality intrinsic to the ANE cultures that they were attempting to
understand. Schniedewind critiques the worldview that produced these mistaken
ideas:

Such documentary theories begin with the worldview of a textual culture;
that is, they begin with the worldview of modern critics, not ancient cultures.
. . . Some scholars have pointed out that the oral world of early Israel hardly
suits a complex documentary approach to the literature of Israel. Israel’s
traditions, they argue, were largely transmitted orally like the epics of
Homer. . . . Widespread literacy is a relatively modern phenomenon. Ancient
Israel was primarily an oral culture. . . . Orally composed literature should
not be caricatured as rustic or unsophisticated. Works such as Homer’s Iliad
and Odyssey serve as prime examples of the power, complexity, and
sophistication that oral literature can possess. Oral compositions can be
complex, and written texts can be simple. Moreover, even when we begin to
have written texts, the oral world leaves its mark on them. (Schniedewind,
HBBB, 10, 11, 12-13)

1. Primacy of Oral Traditions

John Walton, professor of Old Testament at Wheaton College, provides a
concise account of the central role oral traditions played in ancient Israel:

Returning to the hearing-dominant culture of the ancient world, it’s at least
clear that orality was valued over textuality in many cases. Though it seems
illogical to us, the ancients considered oral texts to be adequate means of
composing and communicating literature, including acts of preserving and
interpreting. Even for those who had the ability to write, oral communication
could be preferred. (Walton and Sandy, LWS, 95)



As to the reason for the preference of orality over textuality, Walton
continues:

Textuality provided no means for relationship or discussion between teachers
and students. . . . Furthermore, reading a book might lead someone to think
they had learned a body of material, but for them only to repeat what was
written in a book was an illusion of knowledge. . . . Orality functions
particularly well in communicating powerful messages to smaller groups of
people. (Walton and Sandy, LWS, 103, 92)

In light of this oral primacy, again Schniedewind writes about the
inadequacy of some modern-day theories:

For example, very complex models of the composition, redaction, and
editing of biblical literature into multiple layers by many different hands
appear to me not only to be unreasonably subjective but also to require
sophisticated concepts of textuality and quite developed Hebrew scribal
schools that just cannot be warranted based on the external evidence from
archaeology and inscriptions. Even if such unlikely models of multiple
authors, redactors, and editors could be justified within the social, economic,
and political contexts of ancient Israel, we do not have the tools to
convincingly unravel the hypothetical strands. More fundamentally,
however, the role of writing and social history point to much simpler models
for the composition and growth of biblical literature. (Schniedewind, HBBB,
119)

2. Ability of Orators

Craig S. Keener, professor of New Testament at Asbury Theological Seminary,
demonstrates the capacity of ancient Greco-Roman orators to memorize and
recite large amounts of information:

Some schools were known for practicing diligent training of their memories;
the Pythagoreans reportedly would not rise from bed in the mornings until
they had recited their previous days’ works. Difficult as it may seem to most
readers today, the elder Seneca testifies that in his younger days he could
repeat 2000 names in exactly the sequence in which he had just heard them,



or recite up to 200 verses given to him, in reverse (Seneca Controv. 1.
pref.2). Even if his recollections of youthful prowess are exaggerated, they
testify to an emphasis on memory that far exceeds standard expectations
today. Seneca also reports that another man, hearing a poem recited by its
author, recited it back to the author verbatim (facetiously claiming the poem
to be his own); and that the famous Hortensius listed every purchaser and
price at the end of a day-long auction, his accuracy attested by the bankers
(Seneca Controv. 1.pref.19). (Keener, GJ, 57)

In addition, Keener alludes to the higher degree of accuracy with which
orators may have transmitted their narratives as compared with their scribal
counterparts:

In the circles of trained storytellers and sages, memories may preserve
information accurately from one generation to the next. Indeed, oral
traditioning might invite less redaction than written sources would.
Folklorists have shown that some communities transmit traditions faithfully,
with minimal modifications; storytellers create and vary within the
constraints of community tradition. Some suggest that writers were far more
likely to introduce substantial changes. (Keener, GJ, 54-55)

Even today, in our highly textualized culture, we often experience the power
of orally transmitted material and our own capacity accurately to retain material
we have learned from oral sources. Walton illustrates this phenomenon:

People in churches today who were raised on hymns recognize immediately
when even a single word has been changed, whether for updating language
or gender-inclusive inclinations. . . . In a chapel service yesterday we sang a
hymn that I probably had not sung or heard in decades. In the fourth verse a
line was changed and it immediately caught my attention. Our ears can be
very demanding about the precise transmission of treasured traditions, and
that would have been even more the case in a society in which oral
transmission of tradition was the norm. (Walton and Sandy, LWS, 19)

This evidence about the power and validity of oral memory and the capacity
of orators in the biblical era to transmit oral material accurately establishes a
trustworthy foundation upon which the biblical text was built.
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Schniedewind shows that it was not necessarily the identity of the author of a
biblical text that established its authority over a community, but the oral
presentation of traditional historical narratives and religious laws:

Through such songs, stories, and proverbial sayings the traditions of the
mothers and fathers were passed along to their sons and daughters. Even the
Torah itself was primarily given orally to Israel—although it would come to
be the written text above all others. The earliest account of the giving of the
Ten Commandments, in Exodus 19-20, actually never even mentions writing
the Commandments down. This glaring omission points to the antiquity of
this account of the Sinai tradition, because it reflects a time before books
were central to Jewish culture. . . . The fundamental orality of early Israel is
reflected in the genre of many of the society’s primary texts. . . . One
example in biblical literature is the prophetic messenger formula, “Thus says
YHWH.” In the Bible, this phrase becomes a set written formula, but it has
its setting in the oral delivery of messages. . . . Thus, even when we have
written texts, the oral world often pervades their written expression.
(Schniedewind, HBBB, 12, 13)

Having established an overall reliability of oral transmission, we can now
posit a reliable transmission of biblical material from the occurrence of the
events to their later textualization in written form.

B. The Bible as Text

Schniedewind convincingly counters theories from biblical minimalists who
suggest the narratives of the Old Testament are late Hellenistic era inventions cut
from whole cloth:

To be fair, the Bible—that is, the collection of canonized books of the Bible
as we have come to know them—was produced between the fifth century
BCE and the fourth century C.E. This does not mean, however, that biblical
literature was first composed or written down during this period. . . .
Although the fragmentary beginnings of the Bible as written literature may
date back to the days of kings David and Solomon (in the tenth century
BCE), the majority of the Bible was written a few centuries later, from the



time of Isaiah the prophet (late eighth century BCE) until the waning days of
the monarchy and the time of the prophet Jeremiah (early sixth century
BCE). (Schniedewind, HBBB, 18, 19)

While Schniedewind’s thesis provides good evidence for an increase in the
textualization of the Torah and the authoritative histories of Israel during the
reigns of Hezekiah (715-687 BC) and Josiah (640-609 BC), he does not suggest
that the stories or laws of ancient Israel were created at this time. In fact, strong
evidence demonstrates that scribal writing existed long before this period, even
among less advanced ANE cultures:

There were scribes in the major Canaanite cities during the second
millennium BCE, even though the vast majority of people were non-literate.
The use of writing and the early formation of written literature in ancient
Israel depended upon the needs of the early Israelite state. Even petty
Canaanite kings had royal scribes during the Late Bronze and early Iron
Ages (between the fifteenth and ninth centuries BCE). Writing was not
unknown in early Israel, but the level and sophistication of early Israelite
literature was necessarily tied to the development of the state.
(Schniedewind, HBBB, 49)

From this we can conclude plausibly that versions of the original biblical
narratives existed, having been written as early as the Late Bronze and early Iron
Ages. Beyond this we can juxtapose the content of each book of the Old
Testament with the external archaeological evidence from those time periods. By
doing so, we will be able to discover in the text details of the Late Bronze and
early Iron Age cultures.

C. Archaeology and the Old Testament

At the end of his treatise on the correlation between archaeological evidence
of ANE culture and the narratives and events presented in the OT books,
Kenneth Kitchen, former professor emeritus of Egyptology at the University of
Liverpool, concludes:

It is time to return to the questions posed at the beginning of this book:
whether or not the existing Old Testament writings were composed (and their
contents originated) entirely within the brief and late period of circa 400-200



BC, or whether or not their contents are pure fiction, unrelated to the world
of the Near East in circa 2000400 BC. To pursue such questions, the only
practical method of inquiry was to go back to those ancient times and
compare the data in the Hebrew Bible with what we have from its putative
world. Merely theorizing in one’s head can achieve nothing. Looking back,
we do have some definite results. On the independent evidence from
antiquity itself, we may safely deliver a firm “No” to both questions as posed
above. Namely, the Old Testament books and their contents did not
exclusively originate as late as 400-200 BC; and they are by no means pure
fiction—in fact, there is very little proven fiction in them overall. . . . When
we go back (before ca. 1000) to periods when inscriptional mentions of a
then-obscure tribal community and its antecedent families (and founding
family) simply cannot be expected a priori, then chronologically typological
comparisons of the biblical and external phenomena show clearly that the
Hebrew founders bear the marks of reality and of a definite period. The same
applies to the Hebrew’s exodus from Egypt and appearance in Canaan, with
one clear mention, of course (Israel on the stela of Merenptah). The Sinai
covenant (all three versions, Deuteronomy included) has to have originated
within a close-set period (1400-1200) . . . The phenomena of the united
monarchy fit well into what we know of the period and of ancient royal
usages. The primeval protohistory embodies early popular tradition going
very far back, and is set in an early format. Thus we have a consistent level
of good, fact-based correlations right through from circa 2000 BC (with
earlier roots) down to 400 BC. In terms of general reliability—and much
more could have been instanced than there was room for here—the Old
Testament comes out remarkably well, so long as its writings and writers are
treated fairly and evenhandedly, in line with independent data, open to all.
(Kitchen, OROT, 499, 500)

We will present more archaeological confirmation of the Old Testament’s
historical accuracy in later chapters.

D. The New Testament View of the Old Testament

It is undeniable that Jesus himself, and the New Testament writers,
considered the writings of the Old Testament as both inspired by God and
authoritative for their respective communities.



1. Jesus’ View of the Old Testament

VanderKam points to Matthew 19:3-9, which records a dispute between
Jesus and the Pharisees regarding divorce, as an object lesson that demonstrates
Jesus’ regard for the authoritative nature of OT Scripture:

A helpful example occurs in Matt 19:3-9 (par. Mark 10:2-12), a discussion
between some Pharisees and Jesus regarding a practical yet complicated
issue—divorce. . . . It is evident from the ways in which the encounters are
recorded that both Jesus and his opponents knew and relied upon the
scriptures as determinative in disputes. . . . There is much to weigh in this
passage, but the point relevant here is that both the Pharisees and Jesus
assume the question they are discussing is to be answered from the scriptures
—something so obvious that no one in the scene comments on it or raises a
question about it. The books to which they appeal are in the Torah—Genesis
and Deuteronomy—and both sides accept the authority of those books and
are able to produce relevant data from them as needed. (VanderKam, DSSB,
53, 54)

Clearly, then, Jesus viewed the OT writings as authoritative because he
believed they were the inspired words of God, spoken through Moses. Other
passages in the Gospels indicate that Jesus believed Moses was the final
authority behind the Torah, while also equally affirming the authority of the
Major and Minor Prophets (e.g., Mark 7:10; 12:26; Luke 5:14; 16:29-31; 24:27,
44; John 5:45-47; 7:19, 23).

2. New Testament Authors’ View of the Old Testament

It is also obvious that the Old Testament was viewed as authoritative by the
New Testament authors and the early Christian Church. McDonald describes the
reverence for and acceptance of the Old Testament by the New Testament
authors as well as the early church fathers:

The Christians believed that the whole story of God’s plans and purposes for
Israel developed in the OT Scriptures had reached its completion in the life
and work of Jesus. The NT writers saw continuity in what they were
describing, presenting, or advocating with the ancient Jewish Scriptures.
They fully accepted them as the authoritative word of God. . . . There can be
no question that the OT Scriptures were viewed by the earliest church as an



authoritative source for Christian faith and life. . . . Almost every point of
faith, order, and morals in 1 Clement is driven home with the aid of OT
citations or quotations. For Polycarp, the Prophets were inseparable from the
authority of Jesus and the apostles . . . (Pol. Phil. 6.3, LCL). (McDonald, BC,
207, 208)

Other NT writings recognize the inspired nature and authority of the OT Law
and Prophets (e.g., Mark 12:19; Luke 2:22; 20:28; John 1:17, 45; 8:5; 9:29; Acts
3:22; 6:14; 13:39; 15:1, 21; 26:22; 28:23; Romans 10:5; 1 Corinthians 9:9; 2
Corinthians 3:15; Hebrews 9:19; Revelation 15:3).

From this we can reasonably conclude that Jesus, the New Testament
authors, and the early Christian Church viewed the Old Testament as inspired by
God, originally written by or spoken through the prophets, and accurately
transmitted through the generations to the time of Jesus Christ himself.

E. Is the Old Testament Authoritative?

Based on the evidence given, it is reasonable to conclude the following: (1)
The text of the Hebrew Bible was copied with a high degree of accuracy from
the time of the first century CE through the MT to our present day exemplars;
(2) while numerous textual traditions existed in the Second Temple Period, this
would not have been a stumbling block for the overall view of the authority of
the biblical books as this pluriformity was both fully acknowledged and
accepted; (3) the identifiable variants between the primary textual traditions
(e.g., MT, LXX, SP, DSS) bear little significance to the core theological truths
and historical accuracy contained within each text; and (4) the content of the
textual witnesses of the Hebrew Bible correlate to the periods of antiquity in
which they were supposedly written.

In conclusion, the words of the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy
seem especially appropriate:

Since God has nowhere promised an inerrant transmission of Scripture, it is
necessary to affirm that only the autographic text of the original documents
was inspired and to maintain the need of textual criticism as a means of
detecting any slips that may have crept into the text in the course of its
transmission. The verdict of this science, however, is that the Hebrew and
Greek text appear to be amazingly well preserved, so that we are amply
justified in affirming, with the Westminster Confession, a singular



providence of God in this matter and in declaring that the authority of
Scripture is in no way jeopardized by the fact that the copies we possess are
not entirely error-free.

Similarly, no translation is or can be perfect, and all translations are an
additional step away from the autographa. Yet the verdict of linguistic
science is that English-speaking Christians, at least, are exceedingly well
served in these days with a host of excellent translations and have no cause
for hesitating to conclude that the true Word of God is within their reach.
Indeed, in view of the frequent repetition in Scripture of the main matters
with which it deals and also of the Holy Spirit’s constant witness to and
through the Word, no serious translation of Holy Scripture will so destroy its
meaning as to render it unable to make its reader “wise for salvation through
faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15). (quoted in Henry, GRA4, 218)
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I. One Christianity or Many?

Many people have speculated about how “lost” books of the Bible might
radically transform the way we view Jesus and Christianity. Popular books like
The Da Vinci Code argue that the creation of the Bible was political and that
those in power purposely excluded certain books from the canon. Behind the
ideas and questions in this chapter, one can discern the influence of Michel
Foucault. Specifically, he says that we do not have knowledge per se—we have



“power-knowledge”; that is, we have been conned by whatever authorities hold
power. In other words, we have accepted a particular point of view based on
what we think is reliable knowledge, but our beliefs consist of what is foisted
upon us by those who hold power over public opinion. The argument of The Da
Vinci Code about the Bible assumes that this political dynamic is the way beliefs

develop and applies it to the history of Christianity.1

Is it true that there is no real orthodox Christianity, but just one type of
Christianity that happened to win out over the others? Could we have a
drastically different Christianity today had another sect won? Are there
legitimate books that should be included in the canon but were deliberately
omitted?

In his book Lost Christianities, agnostic New Testament scholar Bart
Ehrman argues the following:

Virtually all forms of modern Christianity, whether they acknowledge it or
not, go back to one form of Christianity that emerged as victorious from the
conflicts of the second and third centuries. This one form of Christianity
decided what was the “correct” Christian perspective; it decided who could
exercise authority over Christian belief and practice; and it determined what
forms of Christianity would be marginalized, set aside, destroyed. It also
decided which books to canonize into Scripture and which books to set aside
as “heretical,” teaching false ideas. (Ehrman, LC, 4)

Because of the importance of this charge, we need to examine whether we
ought to trust our current Bible as the source of true Christianity.

II. What Is Gnosticism?

Many of the noncanonical texts are categorized as—and were rejected for being
—Gnostic. Scholars continue to debate the origins and definition of Gnosticism;
many deny it ever existed as an ancient religion; instead, they say, it should be
viewed as a perspective within a religion, similar to fundamentalist or
progressive. Still, it is a useful category, as it enables us to distinguish between
what has traditionally been held as orthodox and heretical. Broadly speaking,
Gnosticism centered on knowledge (gnosis). A Gnostic was dedicated to
searching for secret teachings and hidden wisdom, so Gnostic Christians may



have focused less on Jesus as savior and more on Jesus as a teacher of wisdom.
This is because a basic tenet of Gnosticism was matter-spirit dualism, meaning
that matter is inherently evil—and so irredeemable. Only spirit can be redeemed.
Thus, Gnostics denied a bodily resurrection; they held to a docetic view of Jesus
—that, as God, Jesus did not really have a physical body but only seemed to be
human.

I11. Who Decides Orthodoxy?

Was orthodoxy established by the winners of ancient religious and political
debates, as Ehrman asserts above? Esteemed historian Philip Jenkins says no:

Far from being the alternative voices of Jesus’ first followers, most of the
lost gospels should rather be seen as the writings of much later dissidents
who broke away from an already established orthodox church. This is not a
particularly controversial statement, despite the impression that we may get
from much recent writing on the historical Jesus.

Far from being the alternative voices of Jesus’ first followers, most of
the lost gospels should rather be seen as the writings of much later
dissidents who broke away from an already established orthodox
church.

Philip Jenkins

But the institutional church was by no means an oppressive latecomer, and
was rather a very early manifestation of the Jesus movement. We have a
good number of genuinely early documents of Christian antiquity from
before 125, long before the hidden gospels were composed, and these give us
a pretty consistent picture of a church which is already hierarchical and
liturgical, which possesses an organized clergy, and which is very sensitive
to matters of doctrinal orthodoxy. Just as the canonical gospels were in
existence before their heterodox counterparts, so the orthodox church did
precede the heretics, and by a comfortable margin. (Jenkins, HG, 12-13)



Michael F. Bird says:

The rejection of “other” Gospels by the proto-orthodox and orthodox
churches was neither arbitrary nor merely political. The reasons for rejecting
them were cogent and compelling. Among the main criticisms raised against
the “other” Gospels and their authors were that (1) the “Jesus” they set forth
was not recognizable as the Jesus known in other sacred writings or
congruent with apostolic tradition, (2) the “other” Gospels are often esoteric,
elitist, or erroneous in what they affirm about God, creation, sin, holiness,
ethics, and redemption, and (3) they do not properly have origins among
Jesus’ earliest followers and are late and tendentious. (Bird, GL, 293)

Dating is key to determining the authenticity of extracanonical writings. New
Testament scholar Craig Evans thinks “none of these extracanonical writings
originated earlier than the middle of the second century” and since they are dated
so late, “it is unlikely that they contain information that adds to our knowledge
of Jesus.” (Evans, FJ, 52) The problem is not using extrabiblical sources to help
inform our studies of the Bible but the “often uncritical acceptance of some of
the extracanonical Gospels.” (Evans, FJ, 54)

Aside from dating problems, Catholic scholar John P. Meier thinks none of
the extracanonical gospels

offer us reliable new information or authentic sayings that are independent of
the NT. What we see in these later documents is rather the reaction to or
reworking of NT writings by Jewish rabbis engaged in polemics, imaginative
Christians reflecting popular piety and legend, and gnostic Christians
developing a mystic speculative system. (Meier, MJ, 140)

But these are the views of modern scholars. In relation to the books that did
make it into the canon, how were the “lost” gospels regarded in ancient times? In
an appendix to the book The Canon Debate, Lee McDonald provides thirty lists
of New Testament collections from the second to sixth century. The Gospel of
Thomas is the only so-called gnostic gospel that appears in any of them, and
only in one. (McDonald, LCNTC, 591-597) New Testament scholar Craig
Blomberg says, “There is no indication that gnostics or any other sect tried to
create a rival canon or even sought inclusion of extra books in the orthodox
canon.” (Blomberg, CWSBB, 58) This shows that none of these “lost” gospels



were ever considered to be on par with the rest of Scripture and that there was no
conspiracy to exclude them.

IV. Methods of Analysis

It is important to understand the means by which scholars like the Jesus Seminar
examine the Gospels, both canonical and noncanonical. They assume that
because Jesus’ culture was an oral one and written records were secondary, any
texts must then be stripped down to their primary, oral roots. This assumption
occurs because these scholars were shaped by the prevailing dogma of literary
criticism in the 1960s-80s, which declared that all writing is secondary to its
original oral form of communication, and that all written texts are therefore to be
approached with suspicion. Accordingly, they maintained that the original
teachings of Jesus must be meticulously reconstructed by sifting out from the
written texts only those words that probably were those spoken by Jesus.

Evans explains that sometimes scholars are able to extract earlier sources
from extant (existing) texts. For example, since Matthew and Luke contain so
many similar sayings that do not appear in Mark, scholars believe they shared a
common source, which they call Q. But Evans differentiates between this and
what scholars such as the Jesus Seminar do when they reconstruct hypothetical
texts. He says writings such as the Gospel of Thomas and Gospel of Peter

drip with indications of lateness, yet some scholars hope to date forms of
these writings to the first century. They do this by attempting to extract early,
hypothetic forms of the text from the actual texts that we have. But they do
this without any evidence. (Evans, FJ, 56)

New Testament scholar Ben Witherington also criticizes their methods:

The textual scholars are dealing with actual manuscripts and are trying to
reconstruct the original text from objective data. The Jesus Seminar,
however, . . . must engage in reconstruction before they can even consider
the issues at hand. . . . There is furthermore no truly objective evidence
whatsoever for supposing that Thomas and Peter are earlier documents,
and/or that in almost all cases they preserve earlier traditions than does Mark.
There is, however, the objective testimony of early church fathers such as



Papias about the origins of Mark, however critically we must evaluate such
testimonies. Such testimonies are nowhere found for Thomas, or Secret
Mark, or the Gospel of Peter, or a variety of other documents on which
Crossan and the Jesus Seminar rely so heavily. (Witherington, JQ, 78,
emphasis in original)

Meier says “It is only natural for scholars—to say nothing of popularizers—
to want more, to want other access roads to the historical Jesus” and that this
“not always critical desire” is what leads to such a “high evaluation” of
extracanonical writings. He adds, “For better or for worse, in our quest for the
historical Jesus, we are largely confined to the canonical Gospels” and to include
other gospels like Peter or Thomas with them “is to broaden out our pool of
sources from the difficult to the incredible.” (Meier, MJ, 140-141)

V. The “Lost” Gospels

Now we examine some of the most frequently cited and argued-for

extracanonical writings to see why they should not be included in the canon.?

A. Gospel of Thomas

In 1945 a collection of codices written in the Coptic language was found in
Egypt near Nag Hammadi. Among the discovered texts was the Gospel of
Thomas. Upon its discovery, scholars realized three fragments of it in Greek had
already been found in Oxyrhynchus, Egypt, in the 1890s, with the earliest
fragment being dated to around AD 200. Thomas is a collection of 114 sayings
mostly attributed to Jesus. It presents a very different Jesus from those in the
canonical Gospels. For instance, according to saying 114, “The female element
must make itself male.” And sayings 2 and 3 state, “Seek until you find. The
kingdom is within us.” The Jesus of Thomas provides secret truths only to those
who are qualified to learn them. Unlike the biblical Gospels, there is no narrative
and no discussion of Christ’s death and resurrection.

Thomas is the most hotly debated of all noncanonical gospels, with the Jesus
Seminar going as far as to place it alongside Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John in
their book The Five Gospels. Is Thomas truly a lost gospel?

1. The Criterion of Independence from the Synoptic Gospels



A criterion that scholars employ when assessing the value of testimony is its
status as an independent witness. Those who, like the Jesus Seminar, support
The Gospel of Thomas as a valid witness to Jesus’ life therefore support its
independence from the Synoptic Gospels. However, the wider community of
scholars is divided as to the influence of the canonical Gospels on Thomas. New
Testament scholar and historian of early Christianity John Dominic Crossan
supports its independence. He states:

The Gospel of Thomas is a completely separate and parallel stream of the
Jesus tradition. It is not dependent on the inner four and they are in no way
dependent on it. They are parallel traditions. (Crossan, FOG, 183)

The following are some common arguments for Thomas’s independence,
each followed by a response to the argument.

Argument 1: Genre

Thomas is a sayings source, similar to Q, with “no trace of the narrative
framework into which the sayings are often embedded in the Gospels of the
canon.” (Koester, ACG, 85) It is something utterly unlike the canonical gospels.

To give privileged importance to sayings rather than to narrative again
reflects the intellectual climate shaping the method that theological criticism
adopted from a dominant approach to literary criticism in the 1960s-80s, as
noted above. New Testament expert Mark Goodacre of Duke University replies
that we cannot automatically prioritize collections of sayings over narratives:

Neither has an obviously greater antiquity, and there is no reason to imagine
that the earliest Christians began with sayings collections and only later
moved on to narrative books. . . . [T]he argument for Thomas’s antiquity
based on its supposed generic similarity to Q is not strong. This comparison
between a hypothetical source and an extant text only works on a sketchy
level, assuming an unproven greater antiquity for sayings books over
narrative books that detracts attention from more fruitful parallels in the
second century. (Goodacre, TG, 14)

Argument 2: Order

If Thomas used the canonical gospels as a source, parallel content should



also share the same order. But Crossan says they share “absolutely no traces of
common order.” (Crossan, FOG, 35)
Goodacre responds:

The argument from lack of common order . . . imposes an expectation
derived from the sustained agreements in order among Matthew, Mark, and
Luke, agreements that are unusually strong and result in part at least from
their shared narrative structure. The self-consciously enigmatic nature of
Thomas’s sayings collection precludes the likelihood of that kind of
sustained logical sequence. (Goodacre, TG, 17)

In contrast to Crossan’s claim that the unique order followed by Thomas
gives evidence of its independence and thus its value, Goodacre points to its
content and tone as clues to a different purpose and resulting order: Without
a narrative context, the collection of sayings generates mystery, ambiguity. It
doesn’t make its appeal by chronological order.

Prominent New Testament scholar Simon Gathercole notes that there are in
fact “several cases where adjacent sayings in Thomas are also juxtaposed in the
Synoptics.” He remarks, “A number of scholars have described Thomas as a
‘list’, sentence-collection, or anthology, in which cases one would not expect
order to be as important as it clearly is in a narrative,” and concludes, “the
argument from lack of shared order is deeply flawed.” (Gathercole, CGT, 131-
132)

Argument 3: Earlier Tradition

Helmut Koester, scholar of the New Testament and early Christianity at
Harvard Divinity School, argues that “in many cases a saying or parable, as it
appears in the Gospel of Thomas, is preserved in a form that is more original
than any of its canonical parallels.” (Koester, ACG, 85) Koester, presuming that
Thomas holds the record of an earlier oral tradition, considers that where a
saying in Thomas varies from its parallel in the canonical gospels, that variance
in the wording appears because the writer of Thomas has used some other (and
presumably earlier) source. But again, Goodacre argues that it may well differ
because it comes later than the canonicals and edits them for its own purpose.

Goodacre counters:

It is in principle likely that in taking over source material, he [the author of



Thomas] would not retain everything in the material he is using. Writers are
not obliged to take over everything they find in their sources, and it is never
surprising to see authors editing material to suit their needs. Indeed, one
might expect the author of Thomas to edit source material in order to reflect
his distinctive agenda, not least if the text is aiming to be enigmatic.

He continues:

We have little trouble in seeing Matthew and Luke redacting Mark without
inheriting all of the tradition-historical baggage owned by the Markan text.
Even a relatively short amount of time with a Gospel synopsis will provide
the reader with plenty of examples of Matthew and Luke radically altering
their source material . . . .

The situation is no different when it comes to sayings material. When one
evangelist is working from a source, he may or may not carry over elements
that illustrate that saying’s tradition history.

Goodacre concludes, “It is unrealistic to expect Thomas to have taken over
all ‘the accumulated tradition-historical baggage’ from the Synoptics.”
(Goodacre, TG, 18-19)

Argument 4: Verbatim agreement

According to this argument, Thomas does not have enough verbatim (word-
for-word) correspondence with the Synoptics, so it must be an independent
witness to the life of Jesus.

In responding, Gathercole and Goodacre both point out a false premise in the
argument for independence: Has the criterion of “enough” verbatim
correspondence (defined as what we see between the Synoptics) been misapplied
to become a requirement for any text that might share their history or be
dependent upon them? The problem is that the amount of verbatim agreement
within the Synoptics can set the standard too high in assessing similarity
between the Synoptics and Thomas. Gathercole says:

Some scholars are impressed by the level of agreement among the Synoptics
and so adopt that level as a baseline of comparison. . . . By this standard,
however, a great many cases of influence in ancient literature would fail.
(Gathercole, CGT, 139)



Goodacre states what the true expectation should be: “In order for Thomas’s
familiarity with the Synoptics to be established, one only requires knowledge of
the Synoptics in certain places. It does not need to be a ‘consistent pattern.’ ”
(Goodacre, TG, 46)

One of the many specific examples of verbatim agreement he provides is
between Oxyrhynchus fragment P.Oxy 1.1-4 (Thomas 26), Matthew 7:5, and
Luke 6:42. It is a thirteen-word agreement that he thinks “points to direct contact
between the texts in question.” (Goodacre, TG, 31)

2. The Argument for its Dependence on the Synoptic Gospels

Although arguments in favor of Thomas’s independence have been refuted,
do any arguments exist to show that the author of Thomas was in fact familiar
with the Synoptics? As noted above, Thomas shares some verbatim agreement
with them as well as common traditions. But this only displays mutual
familiarity of content, perhaps through common sources or traditions. To prove
Thomas is dependent on the Synoptics and therefore follows them but alters
them, one must show that there are elements of Thomas that came directly from
them, such as Matthean and Lukan redactions of Mark. However, Koester denies
such dependence when he claims, “There is no evidence that Thomas knew any
of the further redactions of the Markan passages by Matthew and/or Luke.”
(Koester, ACG, 112) Koester’s claim supports the claim that Thomas has
significance as a different, even a valid, account of the gospel.

But after analyzing the Greek fragments of Thomas and Greek versions of
the Synoptics, Goodacre finds plenty of evidence that Thomas is dependent on
them:

The diagnostic shards . . . that are provided by the presence, in Thomas, of
Matthean redaction . . . and Lukan redaction . . . are telling. Thomas has
parallels to places where Matthew and Luke are clearly redacting Markan
material, as well as to material that is shot through with the thought and
imagery that is characteristic of the evangelists. When Thomas uses the
Synoptics, its author does not always do so in a coherent fashion, and there is
a tendency to reproduce passages with their middles missing. (Goodacre, TG,
193-194)

After a similar analysis, Gathercole concludes:



There is in Thomas what one might term “significant” influence identifiable
from Matthew and Luke. The influence is significant not because the
redactional elements . . . which appear in Thomas are remarkably extensive
in any particular places, but rather because these redactional traces appear in
eleven out of twenty sayings in which they might be identified. (Gathercole,
CGT, 223)

He further argues “that the Gospel of Thomas is aware of at least one Pauline
epistle.” Again, this would make the author of Thomas dependent upon the
apostolic tradition of writings that entered the canon and suggest that Thomas is
put forward as an alternate view on that tradition. Gathercole thinks “The
clearest sign of Pauline influence on Thomas is probably that of Romans 2.25-
3.2 on GTh 53.” (Gathercole, CGT, 228-229) He also speculates influence from
Hebrews and the hypothetical “Two Ways” tradition. (Gathercole, CGT, 250—62
and 263-66)

Evans finds even further NT influence on Thomas in its “quoting or alluding
to more than half of the writings of the New Testament (that is, Matthew, Mark,
Luke, John, Acts, Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Colossians, 1
Thessalonians, 1 Timothy, Hebrews, 1 John, Revelation).” (Evans, FJ, 68)

If The Gospel of Thomas relies on an awareness of the gospels and epistles
that did enter the canon, then it is not independent (with value as an equivalent
or even a better record of what Jesus said), but subordinate and possibly even
subversive in what it teaches. That would explain why the Jesus Seminar
scholars would include it in the canon and the church fathers did not.

3. The Syrian Theory

One noteworthy theory has been raised by Nicholas Perrin, the Franklin S.
Dyrness Professor of Biblical Studies at Wheaton College. While Gathercole and
Goodacre argue for a Greek origin to Thomas, Perrin argues that Thomas was
written in Syria in the late second century AD. Initially, the text may appear to
be a random collection of sayings with no order or structure, but when it is
translated into Syrian it emerges as “a finely crafted Syriac text, completely knit
together by catchwords,” which are words used to connect one line or phrase to
the next. (Perrin, TT, 157) Perrin believes one of the author’s sources was
Tatian’s Diatessaron as it “was the first gospel record in Syriac and Tatian’s was
also the only Syriac gospel in existence in the second century.” (Perrin, TT, 183—
184) Further evidence can be seen in the similarities Thomas and the



Diatessaron have in theology and “textual peculiarities,” as well as their “shared
sequence of sayings.” (Perrin, TT, 189) Since most scholars accept that the
Diatessaron was written around 175 AD, Thomas must have been composed
after that. (Perrin, TT, 193)

This research into the possible Syrian origin of Thomas gives an interesting
historical context that suggests why it shows such textual and theological
distinctiveness, which again could explain why it was not accounted worthy of
inclusion in the canon.

4. The Attempt to Trace Its Composition

While the extant version of Thomas evidently depends on the Synoptics (at
least), can we find any early, independent material embedded within it? We find
this question much more difficult to answer. Various theories exist about the
original language and method of composition of Thomas. Furthermore, were the
sources for Thomas oral, textual, or a mixture of both?

Those who argue for an early core of Thomas do so according to form
criticism and textual reconstruction, trying to find the “purest” version of Jesus’
sayings. Of course, all of this is impossible to know for certain. All we can do is
reflect upon the methodology of such critics. Goodacre states:

The idea that Thomas features primitive sayings emerges from the legacy of
classical form criticism of the Gospels, and it is an approach that is
particularly well illustrated by the work of the Jesus Seminar. (Goodacre,
TG, 145)

Goodacre criticizes the Jesus Seminar’s “Rules of Oral Evidence,” saying
they are “form-critical assumptions that do not stand up to scrutiny,” with the
most problematic being “the bogus ‘rule’ about simplicity.” He notes there is
“no such rule as ‘the simpler, the earlier’ ” and that “ ‘simplicity’ is in the eye of
the beholder.” He concludes:

In classroom sessions where lecturers have an hour to explain form criticism
to new students, the tendencies approach offers the chance of illustrating an
observable evolutionary model of early Christian tradition. But the model is
wrong, and however great the apparent utility, it needs to be abandoned.
(Goodacre, TG, 149-150)



Evans lays out a similar criticism, noting that attempts to

extract hypothetical early versions of Thomas from the Coptic and Greek
texts that we possess today. . . . strike me as special pleading—that is,
because the evidence that actually exists undermines the theory, appeals are
made to hypothetical evidence more accommodating to the theory.

The problem here is that we do not know if there ever was an edition of
the Gospel of Thomas substantially different from the Greek fragments of
Oxyrhynchus or the later Coptic version from Nag Hammadi. Proposing an
early form of Thomas, stripped of the embarrassing late and secondary
features, is a gratuitous move. (Evans, FJ, 68)

5. The Influence of Gnosticism

Thomas claims to be a record of the “secret words” that Jesus taught, so it is
not surprising to discover gnostic elements from the very beginning of the book.
Evans says, “The private, esoteric orientation of the text is plainly evident.
Unlike the canonical Gospels, these writings were for the spiritually elite, not
common people . . . .Thomas places emphasis on knowledge and knowing.”
(Evans, FJ, 64—65)

Meier states, “It is clear that the overarching intention of the redactor of the
Gospel of Thomas is a gnostic one” and it therefore cannot be relied upon as a
historical record: That is not even its own purpose, for what it does is reinterpret
Christianity from a later perspective than what the historical gospels give us. He
finds little likelihood of its reliability:

Since a gnostic world view of this sort was not employed to “reinterpret”
Christianity in such a thorough-going way before sometime in the 2d century
AD, there can be no question of the Gospel of Thomas as a whole, as it
stands in the Coptic text, being a reliable reflection of the historical Jesus or
of the earliest sources of 1st-century Christianity. . . . [I]t is somewhere in the
2d century that the composition we know as the Gospel of Thomas took
shape as one expression of 2d-century gnostic Christianity. (Meier, MJ, 127)

6. Conclusion Regarding the Gospel of Thomas

Whether Thomas is a Syrian text that used Tatian’s Diatessaron as a source
or a Greek text influenced by Greek versions of the Gospels, clearly Thomas



depends on the canonical gospels. Such dependence—as well as gnostic
elements present within the text—discounts it as being an early, reliable source
of information about the historical Jesus. And though some want to theorize an
earlier version of Thomas, there is no objective evidence of such an ancient core.
We must rely on the extant texts for our studies.

B. Gospel of Peter

Ancient Christian writers like Eusebius of Caesarea and Serapion, bishop of
Antioch, knew of a supposed Gospel of Peter. In Akhmim, Egypt in the winter
of 1886-1887, fragments of a gospel were found in a codex that has been
attributed to Peter. In the 1970s and 80s more fragments were published,
believed possibly to be portions of the Gospel of Peter.

1. Arguments for Its Independence

Koester thinks Peter is “the oldest writing under the authority of Peter
himself.” He says, “In a number of instances the Gospel of Peter contains
features that can be traced back to a stage in the development of the passion
narrative and the story of the empty tomb which is older than that known by the
canonical gospels.” (Koester, INT, 162-163) But he does think, “There are
numerous features in these accounts which are obviously secondary.” (Koester,
ACG, 217)

Crossan goes even further, arguing that within Peter lies an entire tradition,
the Cross Gospel, which is “the single known source for the Passion and
Resurrection narrative.” (Crossan, CTS, 404) He claims it is “earlier than and
independent of the intracanonical gospels. Indeed, all four of them know of and
use this source.” (Crossan, FOG, 184) He proposes three stages for the
development of Peter: (1) the Cross Gospel, (2) its use by the canonical gospels
as the sole source of the passion narrative, and (3) the integration of the Cross
Gospel and details from the canonical gospels into the final Gospel of Peter.
(Crossan, FOG, 16-30)

However, Koester finds “major problems” with Crossan’s hypothesis; for
example, each gospel has differing stories regarding Jesus’ post-resurrection
appearances. Why would each author select some details and not others? He
concludes they “cannot derive from one single source. They are independent of
one another. Each of the authors of the extant gospels and of their secondary
endings drew these epiphany stories from their own particular tradition, not from



a common source.” (Koester, ACG, 219-220) But Koester still thinks Peter, “as
a whole, is not dependent upon any of the canonical gospels.” (Koester, ACG,
240)

New Testament scholar Paul Foster argues that the theory of Peter being “an
independent and early witness to the events of the passion is incorrect.” (Foster,
GP, 132) After examining the parallels Peter has with the Gospels, he offers two
conclusions:

First, the Gospel of Peter appears to be posterior to the canonical gospels
where there are parallel passages. In those case [sic] where there is
unparalleled material, there is little reason to suppose that this is due to
anything other than the author’s own creativity. Secondly, a strong case can
be mounted for the literary dependence of the Gospel of Peter on all three of
the synoptic accounts. (Foster, GP, 146)

2. Early or Late Date of Writing

Foster criticizes Crossan’s early dating of Peter, arguing that even if it does
contain a Cross Gospel source that does not mean Peter must be dated to the
first century. He goes on to say, “The majority of critical scholarship, despite the
challenges raised by Crossan and [others], still prefers to locate the text in the
second century.” Foster believes “a date of composition during the period 150-
190 CE seems the most sensible suggestion.” He notes that “the apparent lack of
knowledge of this text in the writings of the Apostolic Fathers, Justin Martyr, or
Melito of Sardis” makes it difficult to date it within the first half of the second
century. (Foster, GP, 169-172)

Evans criticizes early dating of Peter due to ignorance of Jewish customs in
the Akhmim fragment:

According to 8.31 and 10.38 the Jewish elders and scribes camp out in the
cemetery, as part of the guard keeping watch over the tomb of Jesus. Given
Jewish views of corpse impurity, not to mention fear of cemeteries at night,
the author of our fragment is unbelievably ignorant. Who could write such a
story only twenty years after the death of Jesus? And if someone did at such
an early time, can we really believe that the Evangelist Matthew, who was
surely Jewish, would make use of such a poorly informed writing? One can
scarcely credit this scenario. (Evans, FJ, 83)

—~ -— . —



S. Fantastic Elements

Peter contains fantastic elements, in comparison with the other four
canonical Gospel accounts of the resurrection, such as giant angels escorting
Jesus from the tomb along with a cross that speaks. Evans comments:

Can it be seriously maintained that the Akhmim fragment’s resurrection
account, complete with a talking cross and angels whose heads reach heaven,
constitutes the most primitive account? Is this the account that the canonical
Evangelists had before them? Or isn’t it more prudent to conclude that what
we have here is still more evidence of the secondary, fanciful nature of this
apocryphal writing? (Evans, FJ, 84)

However, Koester argues, “Even if a number of features in the Gospel of
Peter may be due to later legendary growth of a text unprotected by canonical
transmission, its basis must be an older text under the authority of Peter which
was independent of the canonical gospels.” (Koester, INT, 163)

4. Conclusion Regarding the Gospel of Peter

Meier directs a sharp criticism at Crossan’s Cross Gospel theory: “Crossan
has to spin a complicated and sometimes self-contradictory web as he assigns
documents questionably early dates or unlikely lines of dependence.” He
concludes Peter is “a 2d-century pastiche of traditions from the canonical
Gospels, recycled through the memory and lively imagination of Christians who
have heard the Gospels read and preached upon many a time. It provides no
special access to early independent tradition about the historical Jesus.” (Meier,
MJ, 116-118)

Evans concludes:

The evidence strongly suggests that the Akhmim Gospel fragment is a late
work, not an early work, even if we attempt to find an earlier substratum,
gratuitously shorn of imagined late additions. . . . we have no solid evidence
that allows us with any confidence to link the extant Akhmim Gospel
fragment with a second-century text, whether the Gospel of Peter mentioned
by Bishop Serapion or some other writings from the late second century.
Given its fantastic features and coherence with late traditions, it is not
advisable to make use of this Gospel fragment for Jesus research. (Evans, FJ,
85)



C. Egerton Gospel

Papyrus Egerton 2 (Egerton Gospel) consists of four fragments that were
discovered in Egypt and delivered to scholars in 1934. The third and fourth
fragments contain only a few words total while the first two fragments contain
some stories that parallel the Synoptics and John. Again, Crossan and Koester
claim that it presents a very early and independent tradition.

Crossan argues, “Egerton Papyrus 2 evinces a direct relationship with both
John and Mark” and that “Mark is dependent on it directly.” He says it “shows a
stage before the distinction of Johannine and Synoptic traditions was operative.”
(Crossan, FOG, 183) Koester agrees that it “may well attest an earlier stage of
the development in which pre-Johannine and pre-synoptic characteristics of
language still existed side by side.” (Koester, ACG, 207) Thus, they both think
Egerton is evidence of a tradition that existed alongside the canonical gospels.
Furthermore, Koester finds it unlikely that someone would have “deliberately
composed [it] by selecting sentences from three different gospel writings,” and
that “to uphold the hypothesis of dependence upon written gospels, one would
have to assume that [it] was written from memory.” (Koester, ACG, 215)

Evans offers three arguments against Crossan’s and Koester’s conclusions:

1. “Several times editorial improvements introduced by Matthew and Luke
appear in Egerton” along with “other indications that the Egerton Papyrus is
later than the canonical Gospels (for example, compare Egerton line 32 with
Mk 1:40; Mt 8:2; Lk 5:12; or Egerton lines 39-41 with Mk 1:44; Mt 8:4; Lk
17:14).” (Evans, FJ, 89)

2. Countering Koester’s claim that someone would not have composed Egerton
by picking and choosing from the Synoptics, Evans reflects on Justin Martyr’s
harmony of the Synoptics and Tatian’s Diatessaron. He asks if they, “writing
in the second century, can compose their respective harmonies through the
selection of sentences and phrases from this Gospel and that Gospel, why
couldn’t the author of the Egerton Papyrus do the same thing? Indeed, it is
likely that this is the very thing he did.” (Evans, FJ, 89)

3. If this gospel is as primitive as Crossan and Koester suggest, “then we must
wonder why we have no other fragment or any other evidence of the existence
of this extraordinarily primitive Gospel. Why don’t we have other papyri,
extracanonical Gospels or patristic quotations attesting this primitive pre-
Synoptic, pre-Johannine unified tradition?” (Evans, FJ, 89-90)



The story of Jesus sowing seed on a river and it producing an abundance of
fruit provides further evidence against the antiquity of Egerton, because of its
similarity to a story contained in another extracanonical text, the Infancy Gospel
of Thomas. Evans says it is “important to appreciate the presence of what
appears to be a fanciful tale among the passages preserved by the Egerton
Papyrus. The appearance of this tale, which is like those that are all too common
among the later extracanonical Gospels, significantly increases the burden of
proof for those who wish to argue that the Egerton traditions are primitive, even
pre-Synoptic.” (Evans, FJ, 91-92).]

Evans concludes, “While the hypothesis of Crossan, Koester and others
remains a theoretical possibility, the evidence available at this time favors the
likelihood that Papyrus Egerton 2 (or the Egerton Gospel) represents a second-
century combination of elements from the Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of
John rather than primitive first-century material on which the canonical Gospels
depended.” (Evans, FJ, 92)

D. Gospel of Mary

A Coptic fragment of the Gospel of Mary was discovered in the late
nineteenth century, with another two Greek fragments becoming known in the
twentieth. There is no complete copy of Mary, and the three overlapping
fragments comprise at most half of the gospel. It tells the story of Mary
Magdalene recalling to the disciples teachings Jesus had given her. In this
account, Andrew and Peter are highly skeptical as her teachings are at odds with
what they have learned, which saddens her greatly. The fragmented story ends
after Levi defends her and commands the disciples to continue proclaiming the
gospel.

Karen L. King says that the Gospel of Mary

presents a radical interpretation of Jesus’ teachings as a path to inner spiritual
knowledge; it rejects his suffering and death as the path to eternal life; it
exposes the erroneous view that Mary of Magdala was a prostitute for what it
is—a piece of theological fiction; it presents the most straightforward and
convincing argument in any early Christian writing for the legitimacy of
women’s leadership; it offers a sharp critique of illegitimate power and a
utopian vision of spiritual perfection; it challenges our rather romantic views
about the harmony and unanimity of the first Christians; and it asks us to
rethink the basis for church authority. All written in the name of a woman.



(King, GMM, 3-4)

She says scholars “assumed in advance that the Gospel of Mary is heretical”
by comparing it anachronistically against “standard interpretations of the New
Testament.” She claims “its position on women’s leadership is no doubt a factor
in its being labeled heresy.” (King, GMM, 170-171)

King notes that Mary was not written by Mary Magdelene but was ascribed
to her “to claim apostolic authority for its teachings.” (King, GMM, 184) It bears
testament to the fact that “authority is vested not in a male hierarchy, but in the
leadership of men and women who have attained strength of character and
spiritual maturity.” (King, GMM, 189)

1. The Uncertainty of Its Dating

Bock, noting Mary’s fragmentary nature and how little of it has been
recovered, comments that its “small size makes dating difficult.” (Bock, MG,
66) King dates Mary “to the first half of the second century” (King, GMM, 184),
but Jenkins states this is “unusually early. As so often with these noncanonical
works, we have no certain clues about dates, as the work is not quoted by
external authorities. . . . A consensus of recent scholarship would place the
writing of Mary not much before 180 or 200, about a hundred years later than
King’s figure.” He continues: “One reason for suggesting a late date for Mary is
that the work contains a kind of Gnostic mythologizing which is characteristic of
the later second or early third century, and suggests the influence of Valentinus.”
(Jenkins, HG, 139)

2. Dependence in Part upon the Synoptic Gospels

Biblical scholar and Anglican priest C. M. Tuckett examines the parallels the
Gospel of Mary has with the New Testament and believes that many instances
show redactional elements of the gospel writings. This means the common links
with the NT are “with the finished versions of the gospels, not just with the
traditions which lie behind the gospels and which are common stock for many
Christians.” But the writer did not merely use the gospels as a source. “The
author of the Gospel of Mary has claimed for him-or herself the right to develop
the tradition far more freely and to rewrite and/ or rearrange many of the features
of the story, at times quite radically.” This would be consistent with a second
century dating of Mary. Tuckett concludes:



Given the nature of the parallels that seem to exist, and the fact that some of
the parallels involve at times redactional elements on the side of the (later to
become) canonical texts, it seems likely that the Gospel of Mary is primarily
a witness to the later, developing tradition generated by these texts, and does
not provide independent witness to early Jesus tradition itself. (Tuckett, GM,
73-74)

3. Were Jesus and Mary Lovers?

Some modern writings, such as The Da Vinci Code, speculate that Jesus and
Mary were lovers. This idea is fueled in part by the Gospel of Mary, which says
that Mary was “much loved by the Savior, as no other woman.” Ehrman
counters:

It is clear that there are some who celebrate Christ’s love of the woman over
that of the men, but it would probably be wrong to see his love for Mary as a
different in kind from his love of his male disciples (i.e., it’s not romantic
love); it is a difference instead of degree. (Ehrman, TFDVC, 179, emphasis
in original)

He adds, “There have occasionally been historical scholars . . . who have
claimed that it is likely that Jesus was married. But the vast majority of scholars
of the New Testament and early Christianity have reached just the opposite
conclusion.”

One of his strongest reasons is that

in none of our early Christian sources is there any reference to Jesus’
marriage or to his wife. This is true not only of the canonical Gospels of
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John but of all our other Gospels and all of our
other early Christian writings put together. There is no allusion to Jesus as
married in the writings of Paul, the Gospel of Peter, the Gospel of Philip, the
Gospel of Mary, the Gospel of the Nazarenes, the Gospel of the Egyptians,
the Gospel of the Ebionites—and on and on. List every ancient source we
have for the historical Jesus, and in none of them is there mention of Jesus
being married. (Ehrman, TFDVC, 153, emphasis in original)

E. Secret Gospel of Mark



In 1960 professor of ancient history at Columbia University Morton Smith
announced to the Society of Biblical Literature that he had discovered part of a
letter of Clement of Alexandria in the Mar Saba Monastery near Jerusalem while
on sabbatical in 1958. It was written in Greek in eighteenth-century handwriting
in the back of a 1646 edition of the letters of Ignatius. Most importantly, it
quotes from a Secret Gospel of Mark, which contains passages that are not in the
canonical Gospel of Mark. This Secret Gospel of Mark, quoted in Clement’s
letter, contains a provocative story in which Jesus raises a boy from the dead and
then teaches him about the kingdom of God naked.

Some scholars believe that Secret Mark is the earliest version of the
canonical gospel of Mark, while others are highly skeptical. Crossan criticizes
the handling of Secret Mark:

The authenticity of a text can only be established by the consensus of experts
who have studied the original document under scientifically appropriate
circumstances. Twenty-five years after the original discovery this has not
happened and that casts a cloud over the entire proceedings . . . .

The essential problem, then, is the lack of several independent studies of
the original document by experts on Greek handwriting . . . .

When one brings together a document neither verified nor available in its
original rescription and a theory about Jesus as a possibly homosexual
baptizer, the mixture is volatile enough for accusation and sensation . . . .

My own position is that independent study of the original manuscript is
absolutely necessary for scholarly certitude. (Crossan, FOG, 100-103,
emphasis in original)

But in spite of his reservations, Crossan says his “own procedure is to accept
the document’s authenticity as a working hypothesis.” (Crossan, FOG, 103) He
concludes that “canonical Mark is a very deliberate revision of Secret Mark.”
(Crossan, FOG, 108) Crossan’s conclusion puts forward a strong claim, but
research into it raises a number of questions.

Evans states that “from the start, scholars suspected that the text was a
forgery and that Smith was himself the forger.” He echoes Crossan’s concern
“that no one besides Smith has actually studied the physical document and that
the paper and ink have never been subjected to the kinds of tests normally
undertaken,” and then laments that many scholars have still accepted the
authenticity of Secret Mark. He states outright, “The Clementine letter and the



quotations of Secret Mark embedded within it are a modern hoax, and Morton
Smith almost certainly is the perpetrator.” (Evans, FJ, 95)

In his book The Gospel Hoax, Stephen Carlson provides his reasoning for
why Secret Mark is a forgery:

There are three main reasons why the manuscript is unlikely to have been
penned by an eighteenth-century monk at Mar Saba. First, the execution of
the script raises questions of forgery, including unnatural hesitations in the
pen strokes, the “forger’s tremor,” and anomalies in the shape of the letters
when compared with eighteenth-century manuscripts written at Mar Saba.
Second, the manuscript’s provenance cannot be traced back before 1958,
which means that the opportunity for a twentieth-century origin cannot be
ruled out. Third, there is another, previously unnoticed manuscript at Mar
Saba from the same hand, which Smith himself identified as belonging to a
named twentieth-century individual. Additional samples of that individual’s
Greek handwriting have been obtained and are found to account for the
observed anomalies. (Carlson, GH, 25)

Carlson concludes that Smith himself perpetrated the hoax, as he “meets all
three criteria” of “means, motive, and opportunity.” (Carlson, GH, 74)

Although Secret Mark has its proponents, it also has its many critics who
reject it as a hoax. Therefore, as Evans says, “No research into the Gospels and
the historical Jesus should take Smith’s document seriously.” (Evans, FJ, 97)

F. Gospel of Judas

In AD 180, Irenaeus wrote Against Heresies to condemn the Cainites, a
group of people who worshiped the “villains” of the Bible, such as Cain, Esau,
and the men of Sodom. One of the heretical texts he mentions is the Gospel of
Judas. In 2006 it was revealed that the text itself was supposedly discovered
within a codex in Egypt in the late 1970s. The writing claims to contain the
secret discussions Jesus had with Judas. It elevates Judas to the level of Jesus’
greatest disciple, instead of a traitor and a villain. Judas is the hero of Jesus’
crucifixion, assisting Jesus in completing his mission of salvation.

Irenaeus was right in condemning Judas as a gnostic text because it is full of
gnostic themes such as hidden knowledge and a divine light within. More
specifically, it can be traced to Sethian Gnosticism—a form of Gnosticism that
venerates Adam and Eve’s third son, Seth, as a supposed divine incarnation—



mostly because of an allusion to Barbelo, a prominent divine figure of Sethian
writings. (Kasser, Meyer, and Wurst, GJ, 139-140)
Ehrman makes clear what the Gospel of Judas is not:

It is not a Gospel written by Judas, or one that even claims to be. It is a
Gospel about Judas (and, of course, Jesus). It is not a Gospel written in
Judas’s own time by someone who actually knew him or who had inside
information concerning his inner motivations. It is not a historically accurate
report about the man Judas himself. It is not as ancient as the four Gospels
that made it into the New Testament. It is not even older than all of our other
noncanonical Gospels. . . . The Gospel of Judas was written at least 100 or,
more likely, 125 years after Judas’s death by someone who did not have
independent access to historical records about the events he was narrating. It
is not a book, therefore, that will provide us with additional information
about what actually happened in Jesus’ lifetime, or even in his last days
leading up to his death. (Ehrman, LGJI, 172—-173, emphasis in original)

V1. Conclusion

We have examined some of the most popular extracanonical gospels and shown
why they do not belong in the New Testament. They show evidence of late
dating, of dependence on the Gospels, and, in the case of the Secret Gospel of
Mark, of being an outright hoax. This should give us confidence that there was
no grand conspiracy or war of Christianities after which the victors determined
the course of Christendom. Instead, the path of orthodoxy was set very early and
the sects and texts that were excluded truly were heretical.

This chapter began with a quote by the agnostic historian and Bible scholar
Bart Ehrman, and it is only fitting to end with one as well, one that verifies
everything we have learned so far:

The oldest and best sources we have for knowing about the life of Jesus . . .
are the four Gospels of the New Testament, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.
This is not simply the view of Christian historians who have a high opinion
of the New Testament and its historical worth; it is the view of all serious
historians of antiquity of every kind, from committed evangelical Christians
to hardcore atheists. This view is not, in other words, a biased perspective of



only a few naive wishful thinkers; it is the conclusion that has been reached
by every one of the hundreds (thousands, even) of scholars who work on the
problem of establishing what really happened in the life of the historical
Jesus, scholars who . . . have learned Greek and Hebrew, the languages of the
Bible, along with other related languages such as Latin, Syriac, and Coptic,
scholars who read the ancient sources in the ancient languages and know
them inside and out. We may wish there were older, more reliable sources,
but ultimately it is the sources found within the canon that provide us with
the most, and best, information. (Ehrman, TFDVC, 102-103)

Therefore, we should hold with confidence that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John are the only true gospels and that they give us accurate information about
the life of Jesus Christ.

1. Michel Foucault has been a pivotal figure behind the shift to postmodern
relativism, i.e., the loss of belief in objective truth. Postmodern academic culture
is pervaded by claims that so-called knowledge is really indoctrination or
oppression of one sort or another. Suspicion becomes the accepted way of
thinking about truth-statements, along with the assumption that researching the
history of a developing idea is like researching genealogy—it will reveal a
history of interacting ideas in a power struggle, and the victorious idea will be
received as what everyone agrees to be the case. Pervading popular culture and
fueling political correctness, Foucault’s description of how cultures think asserts
that our presumed truths have come to us from the winners of the struggle.
Chapter 30 treats this important topic.

2. For an in-depth and careful analysis of the criteria utilized by the early
church for inclusion in the canon, see Michael J. Kruger, The Question of Canon
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2013). We agree with his assessment
that the canonical books were written with divine authority, were recognized and
used by early Christians as Scripture, and that the church subsequently reached a
consensus about these books.
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I. Introduction

Before we examine the evidence for the deity of Christ, the fulfillment of
prophecy, and the historical resurrection, we begin by investigating whether, in
fact, a man named Jesus lived in and around Jerusalem approximately two
thousand years ago. Is Jesus just a myth created solely for the benefit of those
looking to start a new religious group? Theologian and self-defined atheist
Robert Price believes so, continuing the work of Arthur Drews from the early

twentieth century:



The urgency for historicizing Jesus was the need of a consolidating
institution for an authoritative figurehead who had appointed successors and
set policy. . . . It was exactly the logic whereby competing churches
fabricated legends of their founding by this or that apostle: the apostle (or
Jesus) could not be much older than the organization for which he is being
appropriated as founder and authority. (Price, JVP, 81)

Price believes, then, that the early church, in order to support their claim that
Jesus founded Christianity, may have fabricated a Jesus who not only really
lived, but lived in their day.

Conclusions such as those reached by Price are in the scholarly minority.
New Testament scholar Craig Blomberg counters with the following analysis:

An inordinate number of websites and blogs make the wholly unjustified
claim that Jesus never existed. Biblical scholars and historians who have
investigated this issue in detail are virtually unanimous today in rejecting this
view, regardless of their theological or ideological perspectives (Blomberg,
JN, 439).

However, rather than simply dismiss the idea of Jesus as myth because of
scholarly consensus, we want to explore for ourselves the evidence for the
historicity of Jesus Christ.

I1. Non-Christian Sources

In evaluating non-Christian sources for the historicity of Jesus, New Testament
scholar Craig Evans says distinctions should be made when considering the
quality of the sources. (Evans, JNCS, 443) We should understand that not every
ancient mention of Jesus aids an investigation into whether he really lived.
Similar to Evans, we discuss three categories of non-Christian sources: sources
with little or no value, sources of some value, and sources of significant value.

A. Sources of Little or No Value

Just because the name “Jesus” shows up in an ancient document does not
mean that it is helpful for someone trying to determine whether the founder of
Christianity ever really lived. Sources that purport to discuss Jesus of Nazareth



can be unhelpful for various reasons. It is to those that we turn first.

1. Rabbinic Tradition

The large collection of ancient rabbinic literature may seem promising for a
study of the historical Jesus. As biblical scholar and Roman Catholic priest John
P. Meier notes:

These huge collections of centuries-old traditions are treasure houses of
Jewish laws, customs, homilies, legends, anecdotes, and axioms. (Meier, MJ,
94)

However, Meier expresses the challenge of looking to these documents for
independent, historically reliable information about the historical Jesus:

Their primary value is as witnesses to the ongoing life of ancient and early
medieval Judaism, and to ask them about Jesus of Nazareth is, in almost all
cases, to ask the wrong question of a body of literature with its own valid
concerns. (Meier, MJ, 94)

Biblical scholar Paul Eddy and theologian Gregory Boyd provide a concise
but detailed analysis of the rabbinic literature’s value to a study of whether Jesus
existed. They find three considerations that lead them to conclude the rabbinic
tradition is not valuable for this study:

First, the earliest rabbinic sources date from the late second to the third
century and the most celebrated material even later than this. This alone
raises questions about the historical value of this material. To illustrate, we
possess a rabbinic account of Jesus’s life (Toledot Yeshu) that claims, among
other things, that Jesus was born out of wedlock, grew up acting
disrespectful toward Jewish leaders, and mastered magical practices to gain a
following. It also claims that Jesus’s body was found after his death. Were
this a first-or even second-century document, it might be of historical
interest. However, the Toledot Yeshu was compiled in the fifth century. True,
Toledot Yeshu and other Jewish literature contain traditions that predate
them, but the relatively late date and clear polemical focus of Toledot Yeshu
and other rabbinic references to Jesus render them suspect as historical
sources. They tell us something about Jewish polemics against the early



Christian movement, but nothing reliably about Jesus. (Eddy and Boyd, JL,
170-171)

We’ll return to Eddy and Boyd in a moment, but this is a good point to bring
in some other views of Toledot Yeshu. We begin with Craig Evans, who writes:

[It] is nothing more than a late collection of traditions, from Christian as well
as from Jewish sources. Besides the obvious anachronisms, the account is
full of fictions assembled for the primary purpose of antiChristian polemic
and propaganda. The work has nothing to offer serious Jesus research.
(Evans, JNCS, 450)

Theologian Robert Van Voorst adds some more specific reasons Toledot
Yeshu is of no use to our study:

Because of its medieval date, its lack of a fixed form, its popular orientation,
and its highly polemical purpose, the Toledot Yeshu is most unlikely to give
us any independent, reliable information about Jesus. It may contain a few
older traditions from ancient Jewish polemic against Christians, but we learn
nothing new or significant from it. Scholarly consensus is correct to discount
it as a reliable source for the historical Jesus. (Van Voorst, JONT, 128)

Eddy and Boyd continue with their three reasons to disregard rabbinic
tradition in a discussion about the historical Jesus:

Second, in a number of instances it is not entirely clear that the rabbinic text
is even talking about Jesus. For example, some have tried to argue that Ben
Pandera (or Pantere), Ben Stada, and even Balaam, referred to in various
rabbinic writings, are actually references to Jesus (e.g., Babylonian Talmud
Sanhedrin 67a; Shabbat 104b). But there is simply no solid evidence to
support these speculations.

Third, in those instances where it seems certain that an author is [italics
theirs] referring to Jesus, there are textual indications that the material is
dependent upon earlier Christian claims and/or antiChristian propaganda. For
example, Jesus is presented as being illegitimately born of a tryst between Mary
and a Roman soldier named Panthera. It is significant that Panthera appears to be



a play on the Greek word for virgin (parthenos). Hence, many scholars conclude
that this story is nothing more than a contrived attack on the Christian claim that
Jesus was born of a virgin.

While the rabbinic material gives us insight into how some Jews reacted
polemically against the Jesus tradition, it does not represent early, independent,
or historically reliable information about Jesus. The only truly significant point
about this literature is that, though it sometimes credits Jesus’s power to sorcery,
magic, or the devil himself, it never denies that Jesus performed miracles—Iet
alone that Jesus existed. (Eddy and Boyd, JL, 171)

Therefore, we place rabbinic materials in the sources of little or no value
category.

2. The Qur’am1

A person who has never studied Islam or read the Qur’an may be surprised to
discover there are several references to Jesus contained in the book. The Qur’an
presents Jesus as a miracle worker (3:49; 5:110) who brings signs (2:87, 253;
possibly 5:75; 43:63; 61:6) and even speaks as an infant to establish himself as a
prophet sent from God (19:29, 30). The Qur’an also affirms the virgin birth
(3:45-47; 19:17-21; 21:91). In general, this could show Qur’anic agreement
with the teaching of the Bible.

However, the Qur’an very clearly teaches that Jesus was not God, rejects the
idea of God as Trinity, and denies that Jesus was crucified.

a. Jesus Was Not God

The first instance of an emphasis on the denial of Jesus’ divinity includes the
direct statement, “there is no god but God” (3:62), which comes right after, “In
God’s eyes Jesus is just like Adam: He created him from dust, said to him, ‘Be’,
and he was” (3:59). The obvious point in these verses is Jesus was a created
human being, not God.

People are warned of going “to excess in your religion” by believing Jesus
was anything “more than a messenger of God” (4:171). They are reminded,
“God is only one God, He is far above having a son, everything in the heavens
and earth belongs to Him and He is sufficient protector” (4:171). “Those who
say, ‘God is the Messiah, the son of Mary,’ are defying the truth” (5:17). A
similar description adds, “no one will help such evildoers” (5:72). The Qur’an
discusses Christians who “said, “The Messiah is the son of God’: they said this



with their own mouths, repeating what earlier disbelievers had said. May God
confound them! They take their rabbis, their monks, and Christ, the son of Mary,
as lords beside God. But they were commanded to serve only one God; there is
no god but Him” (9:30, 31).

b. Rejection of the Trinity

There are two places where the Trinity is specifically denied. “So believe in
God and His messengers and do not speak of a ‘Trinity’-stop [this], that is better
for you” (4:171). Also, “those people who say that God is the third of three are
defying [the truth]. Why do they not turn to God and ask His forgiveness, when
God is most forgiving, most merciful?” (5:73, 74).

c. Denial of Jesus’ Crucifixion

One of the most problematic claims about Jesus in the Qur’an is the assertion
that he didn’t die. The Qur’an seems to acknowledge the widespread belief that
Jesus died on a cross in the way it strongly refutes that belief. The Qur’anic
account states that people believed this claim (i.e., Jesus’ death on a cross)
because they were sealed in their unbelief by God as a penalty for breaking a
pledge, rejecting God’s revelations, and unjustly killing prophets (4:155). “They
disbelieved and uttered a terrible slander against Mary, and said, “We have killed
the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, the messenger of God’ ” (4:156, 157). It goes
on to say in no uncertain terms, “They did not kill him, nor did they crucify him,
though it was made to appear like that to them. Those that disagreed about him
are full of doubt, with no knowledge to follow, only supposition: they certainly
did not kill him” (4:157).

d. Conclusion Regarding the Qur’an

So, which book is right, the Bible or the Qur’an? Should we weigh the
Qur’anic teachings about Jesus equally with the Bible? What does the Qur’an
say about the historical existence of Jesus? Consider three important
observations:

« If the accounts of Jesus contained in the Qur’an are true, they would only
further prove the existence of a historical Jesus. The Qur’an doesn’t deny
Jesus existed, just that he was God. Therefore, even someone who affirms
the truth of the Qur’an must admit that it presumes the existence of an
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* The Qur’an was written and compiled much later than the New Testament
accounts of Jesus’ life. The definitive text that makes up the Qur’an was
compiled in about AD 653. (Watt, ISH, 48) This makes it much too late to
contain any reliable independent information about Jesus.

* Since the Qur’an denies Jesus’ crucifixion, which is widely affirmed to
have taken place, it “raises serious questions about the historical reliability
of any claim it makes about Jesus.” (Eddy and Boyd, JL, 172)

We place the Qur’an, then, in the category of evidence that provides little or
no value in an investigation into the historicity of Jesus.

B. Sources of Limited Value

1. Suetonius

Suetonius was a Roman historian and court official under the emperor
Hadrian. His Lives of the Caesars was published around AD 120 and describes
events in the lives of the first twelve Roman emperors.

In The Deified Claudius 25.4 he writes: “Since the Jews constantly made
disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled them from Rome.”
(Suetonius, 51) In Acts 18:2, Luke reports this event, which took place in AD
49.

a. Chrestus or Christus?

The Latin word for Christ is Christus, not Chrestus. Is Suetonius writing
about someone other than Christ? Or did he make a spelling mistake? Some
scholars argue that Suetonius is referring to an agitator in Rome who is unknown
to us. Perhaps he was a Jewish radical who anticipated the kingdom to come
through violence (Benko, EC, 406-418, esp. 413). There are some who believe
the passage is better translated “because of the instigator Chrestus” (Van Voorst,
JONT, 31). This would only enhance the possibility that Suetonius is writing
about a contemporary man. However, we have a record of the name “Chrestus”
being used among Gentiles but not Jews (Van Voorst, JONT, 33). This makes it
highly unlikely that Jews would be incited to the point of being kicked out of the
city by someone named Chrestus.

In those days the name “Chrestus” was a popular name among the Gentiles.
The most logical explanation is that Suetonius simply spelled the word with an



“e” because that was the familiar and customary spelling. However, there is no
general agreement among scholars as to which explanation is the correct one.

b. Nero’s Fire

Suetonius also wrote about the fire that swept through Rome in AD 64 under
the reign of Nero. Suetonius recounts, “Punishment was inflicted on the
Christians, a class of men given to a new and mischievous superstition.”
(Suetonius, 110)

Therefore, we know he was at least somewhat familiar with the sect known
as Christians, but he may not have been as familiar with their leader, Christus.

c. Conclusion Regarding Suetonius’s Accounts
Eddy and Boyd describe the value of Suetonius:

It is very easy to surmise that Suetonius (or his source) mistakenly
understood a riot that had broken out over the preaching of Christ as being
instigated by Christ himself, whom, as we have suggested, he mistook to be
the proper Greek name Chrestus. While certainty is impossible, at the very
least we have here an early non-Christian source that confirms Luke’s
accuracy about the expulsion of Jews by Claudius (Eddy and Boyd, JL, 177).

2. Pliny the Younger

Pliny the Younger was Governor of Bithynia from AD 111-113. He was a
prolific writer who published nine books of letters and is often credited with
creating the genre of literary letter. (Van Voorst, JONT, 23) His final book,
Book 10, was published after his death.

Book 10 Letter 96 is correspondence between Pliny and the Emperor Trajan.
Pliny was punishing Christians who refused to renounce their faith, and he wrote
to get direction from the emperor as to whether he should continue punishing in
the same way or make some changes. Roman Christians who refused to recant
were sent to Rome for trial. Non-Roman Christians who maintained their
allegiance to Christ were executed. Letter 96 contains information Pliny gleaned
from Christians who recanted their faith and began expressing allegiance to
Roman gods. Pliny writes that those who deny Christ

all venerated your image and the images of the gods as the others did, and



reviled Christ. They also maintained that the sum total of their guilt or error
was no more than the following. They had met regularly before dawn on a
determined day, and sung antiphonally a hymn to Christ as if to a god. They
also took an oath not for any crime, but to keep from theft, robbery, and
adultery, not to break any promise, and not to withhold a deposit when
reclaimed. (quoted in Van Voorst, JONT, 25)

The fact that lapsed Christians were encouraged to revile or curse Christ
likely reflects the fact that they and Pliny believed he was a historical person.
Ancient historian and New Testament scholar Paul Barnett notes that ancients
would not have cursed gods. (Barnett, FHC, 61)

Furthermore, Pliny the Younger describes Christians singing to Christ “as if
to a god,” which suggests that Pliny thought Christ was something other than a
god. (Ehrman, DJE, 52) Though it is not concrete, clearly this suggests that he
believed Christ was once a man. (Van Voorst, JONT, 28)

While this letter gives us great insight into early Christian worship practices
and martyrdom, it does not present us with an independent first-person account
of the historical Jesus. It helps us understand, however, the significant size of
early Christianity in Asia Minor in the early second century. Even so, Pliny
offers us only limited evidence for considering Jesus as a historical figure.
(France, EJ, 43)

3. Lucian of Samosata

A Greek satirist of the latter half of the second century, Lucian spoke
scornfully of Christ and the Christians, but never assumed or argued that Christ
did not really exist. His The Death of Peregrinus tells the story of a man who
converted away from Christianity before taking his own life in AD 165. Without
using Jesus’ name he writes of

that one whom they still worship today, the man in Palestine who was
crucified because he brought this new form of initiation into the world (Van
Voorst, JONT, 59).

Lucian says Christians consider themselves brothers the moment they stop
worshiping the Greek gods and “begin worshipping that crucified sophist and
living by his laws” (Van Voorst, JONT, 59).

It may be significant that Lucian uses the Greek word anaskolopizein



(translated “crucified”) instead of the common one used in the Gospels
(stauroun). Anaskolopizein should be literally translated, “to impale.” Eddy and
Boyd believe this might show that Lucian is not relying on Christian
terminology but on independent tradition (Eddy and Boyd, JL, 178). However,
this is not really definitive. Therefore, we conclude that Lucian’s writings do not
conclusively verify Christ’s existence by documenting specific details of his life.

4. Thallus

Around AD 55, the historian Thallus wrote a three-volume account of the
eastern Mediterranean world from the fall of Troy to approximately AD 50.
Though most of his work has been lost, a quotation remains in History of the
World, written by Julius Africanus around AD 220. This work by Africanus has
also been lost, but a citation was included in Chronicle, written around AD 800
by the Byzantine historian Georgius Syncellus. (Van Voorst, JONT, 20)

Each of the Synoptic Gospels includes an account of the darkness that was
visible at Jesus’ crucifixion (Matt. 27:45; Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44, 45).
According to Syncellus, Africanus writes: “In the third book of his history
Thallus calls this darkness an eclipse of the sun—wrongly in my opinion.”
(Eddy and Boyd, JL, 173)

It is striking that at such an early date, Thallus already knew of the reported
darkness in Jerusalem and felt it was important enough to come up with a
refutation. However, he is likely responding to Christians or Christian sources.
Because his account does not present independent evidence of a historical Jesus,
it therefore adds only limited value to our study.

5. Celsus

Around AD 175, the thinker Celsus wrote an attack on Christianity. His True
Doctrine has been lost, but most of it was included in Origen’s Against Celsus,
written around 250. Even though the two were written approximately seventy-
five years apart, most scholars believe Origen quotes Celsus with accuracy (Van
Voorst, JONT, 65).

Celsus argues against the virgin birth, alleging Jesus was conceived as the
result of an affair between Mary and a Roman soldier. He presents Jesus’
miracles as the result of magic or sorcery that he learned in Egypt. He says Jesus
taught his followers to beg and rob. (Van Voorst, JONT, 66-67) It is likely that
Celsus had access to several New Testament texts and other Christian writings.



Therefore, it is unlikely he had access to any independent reports of the
historical Jesus. Add to this the fact that his writing is an attack on Christianity
“often resorting to caricature and lampooning,” and it becomes obvious there is
little of historical value to help prove Jesus’ existence. (Eddy and Boyd, JL, 177)

6. Mara bar Serapion

Sometime after AD 70, Mara bar Serapion, a Syrian and probably Stoic
philosopher, wrote a letter from prison to his son encouraging him to pursue
wisdom. In his letter he compares Jesus to the philosophers Socrates and
Pythagoras and discusses the foolishness of persecuting wise people:

What good did it do the Athenians to kill Socrates, for which deed they were
punished with famine and pestilence? What did it avail the Samians to burn
Pythagoras, since their country was entirely buried under sand in one
moment? Or what did it avail the Jews to Kkill their wise king, since their
kingdom was taken away from them from that time on? God justly avenged
these three wise men. The Athenians died of famine, the Samians were
flooded by the sea, the Jews were slaughtered and driven from their
kingdom, everywhere living in the dispersion. Socrates is not dead, thanks to
Plato; nor Pythagoras, because of Hera’s statue. Nor is the wise king,
because of the new law which he has given. (cited in Bock, SHJ, 53)

Though Mara never uses Jesus’ name, we can be certain he is referring to
him because no one else at that point in history would fulfill the requirements of
being known as a “wise king” who was killed by the Jews shortly before they
were driven from the land. Jesus is obviously in view.

Mara certainly was not a Christian, since he puts Jesus on equal footing with
Socrates and Pythagoras. Also, he has Jesus living on in his teaching rather than
because he rose to life after his execution. It is interesting that a writer from
outside the Roman Empire has a positive view of Christianity; however, his
letter “says more about Christianity than about Christ.” (Van Voorst, JONT, 57—
58) Nevertheless, what he has written does provide information that is somewhat
helpful as we continue our study of the historical existence of Jesus Christ.

C. Sources of Significant Value

Tacitus and Josephus, two ancient non-Christian writers, present us with



information that is very valuable to our study.

1. Tacitus

Cornelius Tacitus was a Roman historian who lived approximately between
AD 56 and 120. Robert Van Voorst says Tacitus “is generally considered the
greatest Roman historian” and his Annals is his “finest work and generally
acknowledged by modern historians as our best source of information about this
period.” (Van Voorst, JONT, 39) His Annals dates back to the time of Augustus
through Nero. Though not all of Annals survives, one passage that does is key to
our study.

In AD 64 there was a devastating fire for which many people believed Nero
was responsible. In order to put a stop to the public outcry, Nero blamed the
Christians. Tacitus explains what happened:

Therefore, to squelch the rumor, Nero created scapegoats and subjected to
the most refined tortures those whom the common people called
“Christians,” hated for their abominable crimes. Their name comes from
Christ, who, during the reign of Tiberius, had been executed by the
procurator Pontius Pilate. Suppressed for the moment, the deadly superstition
broke out again, not only in Judea, the land which originated this evil, but
also in the city of Rome, where all sorts of horrendous and shameful
practices from every part of the world converge and are fervently cultivated.
(quoted in Meier, MJ, 89-90)

Paul Barnett says it is “difficult to overstate the importance of Tacitus’s text
for the study of Christian origins.” (Barnett, FHC, 58) However, several
potential objections to the authenticity and trustworthiness of this text require a
response.

a. Potential Objections

(1) Could Tacitus’s text be a forgery? Or, at the very least, could Christians
have subsequently placed into it information locating Jesus as a historical
person? This is highly unlikely. One reason is Tacitus clearly despises
Christians. As explained by Barnett,

No Christian would have described his fellows in Rome as a foreign cult



needing to be checked, a “disease” belonging to the “horrible and shameful
things of the world” that gravitate to Rome, a people “hated for their vices,”
who have a “hatred of the human race” and whose terrible punishment under
Nero is justified. (Barnett, FCH, 57)

If someone were altering the document, surely that forger, if a Christian,
would have softened the offending rhetoric. Another feature pointing to the
authenticity of this passage is the fact that it doesn’t specifically mention the
resurrection, something a Christian editor would have been expected to include.
Finally, the text is “stylistically seamless.” (Barnett, FHC, 57) There does not
appear to be any evidence of another writer editing the text.

(2) Is there a challenge to the reliability of this passage by his use of the
word procurator? One might argue against the reliability of Tacitus’s account
based on the fact that he refers to Pilate as “procurator” (the term used in
Tacitus’s day) instead of “prefect” (the title that would have been used in
Pilate’s time). We know from the discovery of an ancient stone that Pilate was
referred to as a “prefect.” (Eddy and Boyd, TJL, 180-181) Could this
anachronism call into question other things that Tacitus wrote?

Tacitus is generally considered to be a reliably accurate historian. (See the
final paragraph of section C1.) Beyond the general trustworthiness of Tacitus’s
writing, the reason for this anachronism in particular can be effectively
explained, as Eddy and Boyd offer:

Regarding the ascription itself, it is entirely possible that Tacitus was
intentionally anachronistic for the sake of clarity. Since “procurator” was the
accepted title of Pilate’s position among Tacitus’s audience, he may have
used the term knowing full well that the position used to be titled “prefect.”
But it is even more likely that we are making too much of the distinction
between “procurator” and “prefect” in the ancient world, for the evidence
suggest that these terms were rather fluid in the first century.

For example, though the “Pilate stone” discovered at Caesarea Maritima
gives Pilate the title “prefect,” both Philo (Legat. 38) and Josephus (Jewish
War 2.9.2.169) refer to him as “procurator” (Greek epitropos), just as Tacitus
does. In fact, Josephus sometimes uses the two terms interchangeably. (Eddy
and Boyd, JL, 181-182)

(3) Finally, does the fact that Tacitus refers to “Christ” instead of “Jesus”



show that he relies on Christian testimony instead of independent witnesses? If
so, reliance upon Christian hearsay could go a long way toward discrediting him
as a source of independent information about Jesus. On this question Eddy and
Boyd are helpful:

No compelling case can be made that Tacitus is relying on hearsay in this
passage simply because he referred to the founder of the Christian movement
as “Christ” rather than by his proper name. For one thing, it is improbable
that Tacitus, who elsewhere proves himself to be a reliable historian who
routinely consults sources, would at this point rely solely on the hearsay of a
group he himself identifies as a “pernicious superstition” and as “evil.”
Moreover, by the early second century, “Christ” and “Jesus” could be used
interchangeably, both by Christians and non-Christians. Thus we need not
suppose that Tacitus’s use of the title “Christ” reflects a sole dependency on
Christians as his source of information. (Eddy and Boyd, JL, 182)

Boyd and Eddy continue concerning the reliability of this passage:
