
Apologetics
(Week 6)

Reliability of the New Testament
Objectives:

1. To understand how we know the New Testament (NT) to be reliable.
2. To understand why NT reliability is important.
I Summary to Date
A Purpose of Apologetics – To smooth the way for evangelism by using reason to remove intellectual and philosophical arguments to Christian beliefs.

B God’s Existence – Natural revelation shows that our universe had a beginning, it was designed, and that all persons have a common moral code stamped on their conscience.  Each of these things needs a cause to exist.  That cause is God.

C The Bible is unique among all other books of the world.  It has been passed down to us in an extremely accurate manner as evidenced by the manuscript evidence we have to date.

D Now we will begin to look at why we consider the New Testament as reliable.

II Why do we care about NT reliability?

If the NT is not reliable, then Christianity is a hoax.  And unlike any other religion, Christianity stands or falls based on historical truth of an event in history; the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  If this event did not happen as reported in the NT, if Jesus did not truly, literally and physically rise from the dead, then as Paul put it, “Your faith is worthless…and we (Christians) are of all men most to be pitied.” (1 Cor 15:17, 19)
III How do we determine any document’s reliability?
A Bibliographical Test – An examination of the textual transmission by which documents reach us (how accurate our copies are compared to the originals).
B Internal Evidence Test – An examination of the credibility of what is written.

1 Is the testimony early?
2 Do we have testimony from multiple, independent, eyewitness sources?

3 Are the eyewitnesses trustworthy?

C External Evidence Test – An examination of whether other historical material confirms or denies the internal testimony of the document.

1 Other historical documents

2 Archeology
IV Bibliographical Test of the NT
A There are 5686 cataloged Greek New Testament Manuscripts or fragments that are from the fifteenth century or earlier
B There are more extant copies of the New Testament in antiquity than any other ancient writing

a Homer’s Iliad, 643 copies

b Livy’s Roman History, 20 copies

c Julius Cesar’s Gallic War, 10 copies

d Thucydides’ History, 8 copies

e Tacitus’ Annals, 2 copies
C The time gap between the original text and the surviving copies for the NT is extremely short (25 years) as compared to the Iliad which is the next best text (500 years).
D Quotations from early church Fathers from the 2nd to 4th centuries would allow us to reconstruct the entire NT minus 11 verses.
E No other ancient book is so well authenticated than the NT.  It is estimated that the NT is 99.5% accurate and that the 0.5 percent in question does not affect a single doctrine of the Christian faith.

F Conclusion:  We have an accurate copy of the original NT texts.  But we still have not shown that they are trustworthy.  On to step two – the internal tests of reliability.

V Internal Tests of the Bible NT 
A Is the testimony early? (Generally, the earlier the sources, the more accurate is the testimony.)
1 YES!  All NT books (27 different manuscripts) were written before A.D. 100 (About 70 years after the death of Jesus).
a Letters written between A.D. 95-110 by early church fathers (Clement, Ignatius, and Polycarp) quoted passages out of 25 of the 27 books in the NT.  The other two books Jude and 2 John have addition proof of early time frame.

b Separation of writers indicates that letters were written significantly earlier, otherwise they could not have circulated across the ancient world by that time (Clement was in Rome and Ignatius and Polycarp were hundreds of miles away in Smyrna).

c AD 70 and the temple – It is safe to assume that the NT texts were written before AD 70 since there is no mention of the destruction of the temple in any of the letters.  This would have been a MAJOR event in the writers lives since it was predicted by Christ, was the cultural center of the Jewish life, and marked the end of the Jewish nation. (Now we are a mere 40 years from the actual events)
d What about the Luke’s text?  No mention of Paul’s or James’ execution.  We know from Clement that Paul was executed sometime during the reign of Nero, which ended in A.D. 68.  And we know from Josephus that James was killed in 62.  So we conclude that the book of Acts was written before 62 which means his gospel was even earlier.

e Paul’s letters were obviously written before A.D. 68.  Most scholars believe that Paul’s letters were written in the late 40’s and 50’s.

f The time between the writings and the events is short enough to preclude legends.  Also, if there were errors in the writings, eyewitnesses to the account would have been alive to correct or dispute the writings.  (A myth cannot begin to crowd out historical fact while the eyewitnesses are still alive.)  Example from the Holocaust.
B Do we have testimony from multiple, independent, eyewitness sources?

1 Peter, Paul, and John all claim to be eyewitnesses (1 Pet. 5:1, 1 Cor. 15:3-8, John 19:33-35, and many others).  Luke claims to have gotten his information from eyewitnesses (Acts 2:32, 3:15)

2 NT writers name others who saw the Resurrection.

3 On several occasions, the writers tell their audience that everyone knows what they’re saying is true.  Acts 26:24-28 Paul challenges King Agrippa.  They are challenging people to refute their eyewitness.
4 9 different authors of NT.  Writings were largely independent of one another while describing the same events.

5 How do we know the eyewitnesses weren’t lying?  See historical verification below.

C Are the eyewitnesses trustworthy?  Did they embellish or exaggerate?
TOP TEN REASONS WE KNOW NT WRITERS TOLD THE TRUTH

1 They included embarrassing details about themselves.

a They are dim-witted – Mark 9:32 Failed to understand Jesus

b They are uncaring – Mark 14:32-41 Fell asleep on Jesus

c They are rebuked – Mark 8:33 Jesus calls Peter Satan

d They are cowards – Matt 26:33-35 Disciples run away, Peter denies Christ

e They are doubters – John 2:18-22 Despite being told several times of Christ’s resurrection

f If they were making up the story, why would they write in things that made them look bad?

2 They included embarrassing details and difficult sayings of Jesus.  Jesus:
a Is considered out of his mind by his mother and brothers (Mark 3:21,23)

b Is thought to be a deceiver (John 7:12)

c Is deserted by many of his followers (John 6:66)

d Makes what appears to be a morbid claim (John 6:53)

e It makes no since for the writers to try and concoct the character of Jesus, a sacrificial lamb.

3 They left in demanding sayings of Jesus

a Looking lustfully at a woman is adultery (Matt 5:28)

b Turn the other cheek, Pray for your enemies. (Matt 5:39-42)

c Be perfect (Matt 5:48)

d If this was a made up story, they didn’t make it easy on themselves

4 They carefully distinguished Jesus’ words from their own

a They could have avoided many early controversies by putting words in Jesus’ mouth (circumcision, OT law, speaking in tongues, women in the church)

b Why go out of your way unless you were telling the truth?

5 They include events related to the resurrection that they would not have invented.

a Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Sanhedrin, buried Jesus. NOT his disciples.  If this weren’t true, the Jews would have certainly exposed this as fraudulent.

b First witnesses of the resurrection were women.  This would never be inserted in a made up story since women were not considered reliable witnesses during the first century.

6 They include more than thirty historically confirmed people in their writings.  There is no way that the disciples could have gotten away with circulating false reports about important people (Pilate, Caiaphas, Festus, Felix, etc.)  The writers would have known this and omitted these types of characters if it were a lie.
7 They include divergent details.

a Two angels or one at the tomb?
b Some say this weakens witness.
c Actually strengthens witness.  Differences in eye witness accounts are common and show a lack of collaboration.
d Look up three independent sources of the same story on the internet and compare the results.  All three will contain the major points but differ on the minor details.
8 They challenge their readers to check out verifiable facts, even facts about miracles.

a Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians references miracles he performed during a previous visit to them.  Why write this unless it was true.

9 They describe miracles like other historical events: with simple, unembellished accounts.

a Embellished and extravagant details are strong signs that a historical account has legendary elements.  Reference Gospel of Peter written 100 years after the actual event.  NT accounts contain none of this.

b No theological emphasis in the gospels.  They were reporting history, not making theology.

10 They abandoned their long-held sacred beliefs and practices, adopted new ones, and did not deny their testimony under persecution or threat of death.  No sane person would die for what they know is a lie.
VI External Evidence Test (NT for sake of time and argument)
A Other historical documents – the gospel according to Non-Christians

1 Josephus

a AD 66 Jews revolt against Rome, Rome doesn’t appreciate rebellion!

b During 47 day siege of rebel town of Jotapata in Galilee, a Jewish revolutionary chooses to surrender

c He is taken to Rome after the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.

d In Rome, while serving as a historian, he writes his autobiography and two major historical works.  He is considered the greatest Jewish historian of his time.

e He wrote Antiquities of the Jews in AD 93.  He writes accounts of Jesus that match the gospel accounts.

2 Other Non-Christian sources

a 9 other sources mention Jesus within 150 years of his life

b Some of these sources could be considered anti-Christian sources

c If we piece together all these non-Christian sources, we get a familiar scene that:

i Jesus lived during the time of Tiberius Ceasar.

ii He lived a virtuous life.

iii He was a wonder-worker.

iv He had a brother named James.

v He was acclaimed to be the Messiah.

vi He was crucified under Pontius Pilate.

vii He was crucified  on the eve of the Jewish Passover.

viii Darkness and an earthquake occurred when he died.

ix His disciples believed he rose from the dead.

x His disciples were willing to die for their belief.

xi Christianity spread rapidly as far as Rome.

xii His disciples denied the Roman gods and worshipped Jesus as God.

3 Conclusion:  Non-Christian sources confirm the NT.  They don’t say they believe that Jesus rose from the dead but they report that the disciples certainly believed it.

B Archeology

1 Luke – originally thought of as having a rambling imagination since many of the Names and places he mentioned were never heard of at the time.
a 84 facts of last 16 chapters in Acts have been confirmed by historical and archaeological research.

i Geographical details

ii Many details about day to day living and customs

b We can conclude that he was just as meticulous in his gospel account.

i All eleven leaders that Luke mentions in his gospel have also been confirmed by historical and archaeological research.

c Since Luke is accurate, we can also conclude that Mark and Matthew are accurate because they tell the same basic story.

2 John

a Some claim John is not accurate since it was written much later and invents deity of Christ theology.

b They are wrong.  Many of John’s gospel details have also been confirmed by historical and archaeological research.

c Confirms his eyewitness account of the events.

3 Other books name over 30 references to real people who are also cited in non-Christian writings or confirmed by archaeological research.

VII Summary

We have an accurate copy of the early and eyewitness testimony found in the NT documents.  We have good reasons to believe that the NT writers were honest men who meticulously and faithfully recorded what they say as indicated by historical and archaeological facts.  We can therefore conclude that the NT is a reliable set of documents.
Next week we will examine if Jesus really rose from the dead or if the NT writers were just mistaken.
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