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On Thursday at lunch, I met with Matt, who told me he was writing a paper about God. The assignment was to write why you did or didn’t believe in God, but it had to be persuasive. Matt told me he was frustrated because he realized that all of his reasons were things like, “I’ve always believed in God,” or “I was raised that way.” He knew his instructor wasn’t going to go for that, but he didn’t know what else to say. “When I’m thinking about things like that, I inevitably turn to the Bible,” I told him. “Right,” he said in an exasperated tone, “And we just have to believe that by faith too!”

Not true. I explained some of the reasons why we can believe the Bible is accurate and believable. Yes, faith is involved, but not any great amount to understand what it is that we have before us (not any more faith than is required in science, for example). Faith comes in believing and accepting the message of the Gospel, but I am convinced this is in some ways a separate (though connected) issue.

Criticizing the New Testament
The Jesus Seminar and other liberal scholars state that only 18% of words attributed to Jesus were probably said by him, while only 3% undoubtedly were (ex: “Our Father” in the Lord’s Prayer). This has become the mainstream understanding, held even by many, many pastors today.

Presuppositions:


Naturalism


Separation of historical Christ from Christ of faith


Mark is reliable but there is a Q source (sayings of Jesus). The Gospel of Thomas is legit.

>There may have been a Q source, but we don’t have it (and haven’t found anything to suggest that it is out there). It doesn’t necessarily pose any problems to believe that the gospel writers used sources and even “interviews” to get an accurate understanding of Jesus’ life.


Novel things are true because no one else said them.


Jesus didn’t claim to be God (interesting since that would be the most novel thing he could say)

Problems:


If Jesus was so non-threatening and well-liked, why did the Jews and Romans kill him? 


Jesus’ “real” statements would not be enough to change the world – must have a cause sufficient for the effect).


Allow naturalism and non-supernaturalism to affect every decision. No miracles. No resurrection. 

As a culture, we are bombarded with doubting the historical Jesus


We lump Christianity into the group of “Human Interest Stories” (Isn’t that nice?)


People are not conceding the gospels even a general reliability (“It’s all a post-Easter retrojection”)

Critics must answer:


Reason for split of Judaism


Growth from 120 cowering believers when Jesus died to 7 million in 300 AD amidst major persecution


Was Jesus a great mover? Thinker? Personality? Sage? Are these enough to give a cause to the effect?

Quality of New Testament Writings


From Dr. Dan Doriani’s Gospel Class, Covenant Seminary

1. Memorization – was an ancient skill of precision and accuracy that was expected to be verbatim. Rabbis became famous for committing the whole OT to memory

2. Falsifying things was forbidden and not tolerated.  There were checks and balances to make sure the stories were correct – the community would be monitoring what was said and intervening to make corrections along the way.

3. People took notes in antiquity to aid memory and ability to pass on the story – biographies were allowed to be summarized and even reworked into a thematic presentation.

4. Christ used poetry – this aided memorization. In addition, the disciples may have heard the same stories and sermons 5, 10 or 15 times. It was okay to rearrange a story to tell to a specific audience. (In fact, if there were gospels that didn’t disagree that would be more problematic than if they do disagree at some points. “Every historian is especially skeptical at that moment when an extraordinary happening is only reported in accounts which are completely free of contradictions.”

5. Memorable events were emblazoned on the mind. Miracles, confrontations, etc. were of such a nature that they were not easy to forget, even 30 years later. (example: Dr. D and his brother’s story) These were eyewitnesses (see 1 John 1).

6. There were living witnesses. If something didn’t happen, the gospels would have been immediately discredited.

7. The authors of the Gospels refused to write teachings (put words into Jesus’ mouth) to answer problems that plagued the early church. That would have been easy to do to clear up some of the controversies, but they just wouldn’t dream of doing it. They would have been immediately discredited since there were still people around who knew what Jesus did and didn’t teach on.

8. They weren’t the most likely candidates to write Jesus’ history. Mark and Luke weren’t among the 12 disciples. Matthew was, but he was a former hated tax collector. Later on when apocryphal gospels were written, they attributed them to people like Peter, Mary and James – names that would give them more credibility and exposure.

9. The disciples staked their lives on Jesus’ words. Would they have died for a lie, something that they knew wasn’t true (not something that they thought was true but really wasn’t – that is different), for no personal gain. Not one broke down at the end (contrast this with Chuck Colsen’s experience in the Watergate scandal).

Bible Writing and Manuscript Timeline:

Dead Sea Scrolls:


Before finding the DSS, our oldest OT manuscripts dated to 900-1000 A.D., more than 1,400 years after the OT was completed. Though the Israelites had absolutely amazing standards for preserving and copying Scripture (counting letters, finding the middle letter, etc.) and wouldn’t permit any mistakes, this gap was enough to discredit the OT in scholars mind. However, the DSS closed the gap by over 1000 years, to 125 B.C.  – and showed that the later manuscripts had hardly any variants in them (the Isaiah from 125 B.C. is staggering in the exactitude with the 916 A.D. Isaiah manuscript).

New Testament:

In the book of Acts, there is no mention of Paul’s death, which occurred in 62 A.D. We can conclude that that is because the book was finished before Paul died. Luke was written before Acts (Acts was the second in a two-part book). Luke seems to incorporate parts of Mark, so Mark was earlier than Luke. Therefore Mark was written no later than the early 60s at the latest, and more likely in the 50s. That puts a gap of less than 30 years.


All of Paul’s books were written before the gospels.

In addition, the fall of Jerusalem and the temple took place in 70 A.D. No book mentions this cataclysmic event that would have changed the understanding and messages of both Judaism and Christianity. We should conclude that all of the New Testament was written before 70 A.D, with the possible exception of Revelation.


We have 5,664 Greek manuscripts (uncials, minuscules and lectionaries).  The earliest of these dates back to about 200 A.D. (approximately a 150-year gap). We have found a fragment of the book of John that dates back to 100-150 A.D. (less than a 100-year gap). 


In addition we have 8,000-10,000 Latin Vulgate manuscripts and  8,000 Ethiopic, Slavic and Armenian manuscripts. In all there are approximately 24,000 manuscripts in existence.


We also have 86,000 citations of the New Testament by early church fathers.


FF Bruce: “There is no body of ancient literature in the world which enjoys such a wealth of good textual attestation as the New Testament. The evidence for our NT writings is ever so much greater than the evidence for many writings of classical authors, the authenticity of which no one dreams questioning”


Sir Fredric Kenyon: “In no other case is the interval of time between the composition of a the book and the date of the earliest manuscripts so short as in that of the New Testament.”

In comparison to other works:


Biographies of Alexander the Great were written by Arrion and Plutarch in 50-60 A.D. – He died in 323 B.C., so that is a span of 400 years. Historians consider them to be generally trustworthy.


Annals of Imperial Rome, Tacitus. Written in 116 A.D, earliest remnant copy dates at 850 A.D.


The Jewish War, Josephus. Written in first century A.D., We only have nine Greek manuscripts and these date at 10th, 11th and 12th centuries. 


Illiad, Homer. Written in 900 B.C., we have fewer than 650 Greek manuscripts today, the earliest of which dates to the 2nd and 3rd centuries A.D. and following (a gap of over 1000 years). (Other resources say there is a manuscript which gives a gap of only 500 years – not sure which is correct).


The Gallic Wars, Caesar. Our first copy is 1000 years after it was written.


Catullus, three copies, earliest is 1600 years after it was written.


Herodotus, eight copies, earliest is 1300 years after it was written.

Variants/Errors


Old Testament has very few errors, thanks to the unbelievable care by the scribes taken to copy the manuscripts completely accurately. They would count words, letters, find the middle word and letter, etc. to make sure they had it absolutely right.


New testament is a little different. In our manuscripts, there are thousands of errors. However, most of these are in one or two manuscripts and have to do with a misspelled word or wrong word order in a sentence. When these are compared to the other manuscripts, it is obvious that it is a mistake. In other words, if 10,000 manuscripts have the word, “Christ” and one or two have “Crhist” then it is rather obvious that the copier made and error and there is no trouble figuring out what the correct word should be.


Phillip Schaff: Only 400 of the 150,000 variant readings caused doubt about the textual meaning, and only 50 of these were of great significance. Not one of these variations altered, “any article of faith or a precept of duty which is not abundantly sustained by other and undoubted passages, or by the whole tenor of Scripture teaching.”


Scholar Bruce Metzger, Ph.D., when asked if there were any doctrines of the church in jeopardy because of these variants replied, “I don’t know of any doctrine that is in jeopardy.”


Geisler and Nix: Mathematically this would compute to a text that is 98.33% pure.


The Canon


We have to realize that the books in a sense “decided themselves.” What about the Council of Jamnia? It wasn’t really a council and they didn’t really “decide” on the canon. Example: We get together and have a conference and declare, “Mozart, Bach, Beethoven, Schubert, etc.” are great composers!” Big deal. Like I didn’t know that already?  Exactly. The quality of the writings, the witness of the church fathers, the use and knowledge of origins – these things all were almost without question for most of the NT books. There was some debate on a few of them – James, Hebrews for example. But the church took this seriously and in the end made the right choices. One of the reasons this came to the forefront of the early church was because there were people who were forming their “own canon.” Marcion (ca 140 A.D.) is the best example of someone who taught that the OT wasn’t from God, and then he went on to choose the NT books he liked for his canon. The church needed to say, No, this is what we’ve always believed and you are in error. Thus, they didn’t “form” the canon, but merely validated something that already was known and accepted. 


One other note:  In 303 A.D. there was the Edict of Diocletian, which declared the destruction of the sacred books of the Christians. No one wanted to die for spurious books and texts, so it was important to figure out just what was worth dying for.


Athanasius of Alexandria (303 A.D.) wrote a letter which has a list of the NT books which is exactly like our NT canon. 

In the end…
So what?

This is important because…

1. We can believe the Bible?

2. We are forced to wrestle with what Jesus said and did.

3. We have a Jesus trilemna.

Jesus cannot be only a good teacher. Why not? Because he claimed to be God. Good teachers don’t claim to be God, do they? Thus he must be a liar (he knew he wasn’t God yet deceived people to think he was), or a lunatic (he actually thought he was God but he wasn’t) or he is the Lord (he said he was God and he actually was). You can’t have it both ways – that Jesus was a good teacher and yet he wasn’t God. This forces us to deal with our conception of Jesus, the Bible, ourselves and our need for a Redeemer.

May you discover that the Bible is indeed true, providing the means for our understanding of the world and of God’s Son, Jesus Christ, who came and lived and died for His people. 
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