“THE BIBLE AND HISTORY ON TRIAL”

Introduction:  We have to have a starting point in this discussion – the way we think really will influence the conlusions we reach!

· Faith is “True and Reasonable” (Acts 26:25)
· Not Mystical—experience apart from reason

· Not for the weak-minded or uneducated

· This Really matters

· Christianity mocked and trivialized in circles of reason

· At universities and in the media

(Ravi Zacharias:  “The hallmark of modern education is

 skepticism, hearkening back to the 17th c. model of Rene’

 Descartes, whose quest for certainty began w/the certainty

 Of doubt.”

· This is seen as “Mature”

· Yet Mockery is really an escape for doubters

I. Begin with Personal, not Intellectual, Inventory (2 Tim 4:1-5)
a. What we want affects our Hearing

i. If we want Blessing and Eternal Life? Could = blind Faith
(you believe, but you’re really not SURE why)

ii. If we want to feel “smart” and “strong” and independent? Could = blind Doubt (you doubt, but you’re really not

SURE why)

b. Elaborate on Blind Doubt—we tend to quickly dismiss the Past

i. Kids say last year’s fave show is now “babyish.”  Mullets

Used to be real cool (saw a pix of Jay Farnham!).

ii. Legacy of 60’s child-rearing—that 4950 years of parents were somehow wrong, only now are we right!

iii. Freud—dismiss religion as simply childish wish fulfillment—this fails to take seriously the hard work of believing intellectuals that came before him (check out the

PBS series “the question of God”).

c. Let’s resist BOTH of these desire-based biases/blindnesses.

i. Respect what has gone before; be humble and earnest

ii. Early Christian’s didn’t espouse Blind Faith

1. Jesus’ appeal (John 10:38)
2. Acts 9:22—Apostles debating and proving

3. Acts 17:2—Paul reasoned with them

4. Acts 19:8—arguing persuasively

iii. We are exhorted to Reason:  2 Tim 2:15 & 1 Pete 3:15—“we did not follow cleverly invented stories”!!

II. Now that we can hear more clearly—examine doubts re Bible

a. Today’s conventional wisdom—a series of assumptions, i.e.

i. Because Bible can’t be a God-product…

ii. And because humans invent, lie, and make mistakes…

iii. We therefore KNOW Bible is full of error.

iv. The only thing that really matters is the message!

v. We’ve got to stop just repeating blind-doubt slogans!

(The problem w/these?  Christianity is rooted in history

b. An educated look at hard evidence, not just “statements”

i. How do we know any book is “true”?

ii. All history is like this—how do we know:

1. Hiroshima happened?

2. Berlin wall/cold war?

3. Lincoln was assassinated?

4. Lewis & Clark?

iii. All history and such documents are Testimonies.

iv. Just like newspaper stories, eyewitness reports, and court cases

v. All can be doubted.  The question is not, “beyond ALL doubt” but rather, beyond “reasonable doubt.”

vi. Bible then, is a Testimony

c. Let’s evaluate it with this in mind:

i. Aristotle:  “benefit of the doubt is to be given to the document itself, not arrogated by the critic to himself”

ii. Why did he say that?

iii. Because people, generally, tell the truth

iv. Because lies usually come out – BTW, there was plenty of time for the lie of Jesus to come out in the 1st century.  There was so much at stake for his enemies! 

v. Unless there’s a selfish motive, usually p tell the truth!

vi. Without such a motive, we call random deceit insanity.

III. Historians use three Historiographical Tests of Documents

a. Bibliographical—how we got the present document

b. Internal—what does the document claim for itself; how does it sound?

c. External—is the document corroborated?  Other writers.  Archaeology.

IV. The Bibliographical Test (Get Josh McDowell’s Evidence that demands…)

a. Abundance

i. We have over 5,300 manuscript (MSS) portions of the New Testament;  

ii. Homer’s Illiad is second of Antiquity works:  just 643 MSS.

iii. The abundance of NT MSS is overwhelming, literally.

F.F. Bruce: “There is no body of ancient literature in the world that enjoys such a wealth of good textual attestation as the NT.”

b. Interval—how much time from actual writing to the first copy we have in our hands?

i. When the interval is huge, it adds more doubt about whether the document changed.  When the interval is small, we can be more sure that the event depiction hasn’t been altered.  Why?

ii. Because when the interval is small, still-alive or second generation witnesses of the event will dispute the testimony.  It’s much harder to lie around people who were there also.

iii. Ex.  If we said Bill Gates claimed to be the Messiah, could we get away with it?  Maybe in an insane asylum.

iv. Ex.  If we wrote a bogus history, in 2005, of the Holocaust or stating that the Atomic Bomb was never dropped in Japan, could we get away with it?  It’s been 60 years.

v. Ex.  If we wrote a biography stating that Lincoln rose from the dead, and that everyone has always known it’s so, could we get away with it?  It’s been 140 years.

vi. The Codex Vaticanus (A.D. 325) contains ALL the NT      (250 yrs interval from writings)

vii. The Chester Beatty Papyri (British Museum, A.D. 200) contains major portions of the NT (125 yr interval)

viii. The John Rylands Manuscript of John’s Gospel (A.D. 130) has very little variance with what we have today—it’s interval was just 35 years from the time John wrote.

c. Other works of antiquity—intervals from first write to first copy:

i. Works of Plato (350 B.C.):  1200 years to first MSS

ii. Sophocles (400 B.C.):  1400 years

iii. Euripides:  same

iv. Aristotle (322 B.C.):  1400 years

v. Homer (900 B.C.):  500 years

vi. Caesar (58-50 B.C.):  900years

d. Transcription of Copies – how corrupt they’ve become after being copied many times over.  Have you ever heard someone say, “How can you trust a book that is thousands of years old, & has been copied so many times that we don’t even know what it really said?”  

(Have you ever played the game where you whisper something into someone’s ear, then tell the person next to them, & so on, until it gets back to you?  The result is usually pretty funny, & your original message might be unrecognizable!  That is exactly the opposite of what happened to the Bible after years of copying.

i. Scholars rate the Indian epic Mahabbarata as 10% corrupt.  “corrupt” = slight variations.

ii. Scholars rate the Illiad at 5% corrupt (changes in copies)

iii. NT is 0.05% corrupt.  An unbelievable accuracy in copying.   Maybe better than Kinko’s

iv. A famous example:  The Dead Sea Scrolls

1. Found in Qumran caves in 1940’s by shepherd boy.  He ran across what used to be a communal society, operated very much like a monastery.  In addition to tilling the fields, they spent their time studying & copying the scriptures.  It became apparent to them in A.D. 70 that the Romans were coming to invade the land.  They put their leather scrolls in clay jars & hid them in the caves on the west side of the Dead Sea.

2. Here was an Essene scriptorium, including sacred clothes for copying, washing basins, special ink, and a detailed instruction for copying procedures.  Most docs here done on papyrus or leather.

3. Here found a copy of parts of Isaiah dating 125 B.C.

4. Similar to Greek Translation of OT called Septuagint.

5. Previous earliest MSS of Isaiah:  from 900 A.D. called the Masoretic Text

6. The variance from Dead Sea Scroll to Masoretic is phenomenally small:  one three letter word, rendered “light”, in chapter 53.

7. Thus, 1000 years of copying had almost no change.

(The significance of this find, for those who question the accuracy of the OT text, can easily be seen.  In one dramatic stroke almost 1,000 years were bridged, closing the gap in the age of the manuscripts we now possess!





(It is patently false to point to “biblical errors as a 





for not trusting the scriptures.  The late Sir Frederic 





Kenyon said this of ancient manuscriputs:





“The interval, then, between the dates of original 





composition & 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 & the





general integrity of the books of the NT may be 





regarded as finally established.”

V. Internal Test—what does the doc sound like and claim?

a. Is it “once upon a time”?

b. See Luke 1:1-3, 2 Pete 1:16, 1 John 1:3, Luke 3:1 and judge for yourself.  These writers claim to be putting down history.

c. What would be their motive to hoax?

VI. External Test—corroboration and archaeology

a. Church Fathers completely corroborate (but they were Christians)

b. Flavius Josephus (A.D. 37), a Jewish historian, not a Christian, talks about the existence of John the Baptist, the life of Christ, his crucifixion at the hands of Pilate, and the “tribe of Christians named for (Jesus) to this day.”

c. Tacitus (A.D. 52) Roman historian mentions Christians, Christ, and Pilate

d. Seutonius (A.D. 120) Roman, talks about the Christians in Rome being blamed by Nero for the burning of the city.

e. Pliny the Younger (A.D. 112), explained, to the emperor Trajan, that he had made Christian’s bow down to the statues of Trajan and “made them curse Christ, which a genuine Christian cannot be induced to do…they affirmed, that they were in the habit of meeting on a certain day before it was light, when they sang in alternate verse a hymn to Christ as to a god, and bound themselves to a solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds…”

f. See McDowell for Archaeological finds that corroborate the basic NT story.

VII. Close:  final digging

a. We’ve done a lot of digging; for homework, dig into your own heart

b. John 3:19-20—often it’s fear, not facts, that keeps us away

c. Fear of exposure, fear of giving God authority in your life.

d. Sir Walter Scott:  “Within that awful volume lies, the mystery of mysteries.  Happiest they of human race, to whom God has granted grace to red, to fear, to hope, to pray, to lift the latch and force the way; and better had they ne’re been born, who read to doubt or read to scorn.”

