A Trial in Athens —
Apologetics 1n the New
Testament

Acts 17 provides one of the best examples of Paul engaging 1in
apologetics in the New Testament. Rick Wade shows how Paul
finds a point of contact with people to get a hearing.

The Apologist Paul

When we think of a biblical basis for apologetics, we
typically think of Peter’'s brief comments about defending the
faith in 1 Pet. 3:15. We don’t typically think of Paul as an
apologist. But in his letter to the church at Philippi, Paul
said that they were “partakers with [him] in the defense and
confirmation of the faith” (1:7; see also v.16). Apologetics
was a significant aspect of Paul’s ministry.

An event that has received a great amount of attention in the
study of Paul’s ministry is his address to the Areopagus in
Athens, recorded in Acts 17: 16-34. That address will be my
topic in this article. Maybe we can be encouraged by Paul’s
example to speak out for Christ the way he did.

Athens was a still a significant city in Paul’s day. Although
not so much a major political power, it retained its prestige
for its cultural and intellectual achievements.{1} What we see
today as the art treasures of the ancient world, however, Paul
saw as images of gods and places for their worship. And there
were a lot of them.

Being provoked by this in his spirit, Paul began telling
people about Jesus. He made his way to the synagogue as he had
done in various cities before.{2} There he bore witness to
Jews and to God-fearing Gentiles.
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He also went to the Agora—the marketplace-to talk with the
citizens of Athens.{3} Among them were Epicurean and Stoic
philosophers. After hearing him for a bit, the philosophers
started calling Paul a “babbler,” a term of derision that
meant literally “seed picker.” F. F. Bruce wrote that “[this
word] was used of one who picked up scraps of learning here
and there and purveyed them where he could.”{4}

Peddlers of strange new religious beliefs were fairly common
in those days. But this was a risky thing to do. It was
unlawful to teach the worship of gods that hadn’t been
officially authorized.{5} Not long before this event, Paul was
dragged into the marketplace in Philippi for “advocating
customs unlawful for . . . Romans to accept or practice” (Acts
16:19-21). Eventually the people of Athens took Paul to the
Areopagus, a powerful court which had authority in matters of
religion and philosophy.{6} They wanted to know about these
strange new ideas he was presenting.

Paul had the opportunity to tell the highest religious and
philosophical body in Athens about the true God.

Greek Religion

As Paul looked around the city of Athens, his spirit was
provoked within him. The people of Athens had surrounded
themselves with idols that obscured the reality of the one
true God.

Other historical writings affirm the prominence of religion in
Athens. For example, a second century writer named Pausanius
claimed that “the Athenians are far more devoted to religion
than other men.”{7} His description of Athens names statue
after statue, temple after temple. There were statues of gods
everywhere, even on the mountains. There were temples built to
Athena, Poseidon, Hephaestus, Zeus, Artemis, Ares, and more.

Paul spoke of the altar to the unknown god (Acts 17:23).There



were quite a few such altars in those days. The late New
Testament scholar, Bertil Gartner, wrote that these altars
were erected “either because an unknown god was considered the
author of tribulations or good fortune, or because men feared
to pass over some deity.”{8}

Greco-Roman religion was mainly about myth and ritual. Myths
were the religious explanations of life and the world, and
rituals were reenactments of them. Religion was mostly about
appeasing the gods with the proper sacrifices to gain their
favor and avoid their wrath.

Although morality wasn’t closely associated with religion,
that isn’t to say that the way one lived was irrelevant.{9} As
described in Virgil's Aeneid, the souls of the dead were led
by the god Hermes to the depths of the earth to await the
decision about their eternal place. The guilty were sent to
“dark Tartarus.” The pious went to the Elysian Fields.{10} In
later years, the place of the blessed souls was said to be in
the celestial realm. The afterlife, however, was still one of
a shadowy existence.

There was no sacred/profane distinction in the Greco-Roman
world; religion was not only a part of everyday life, it was
integral to all the rest. Because of that, Christianity was
not just a threat to religious belief; it threatened to upset
all of culture. This 1is why Paul ran into such harsh
opposition not only in Athens but also in Lystra and Philippi
and Ephesus.

We live in a pluralistic society today. So did the apostles.
But this did not stop the spread of the gospel. As we see at
the end of Acts 17, some people did abandon their pluralism
for faith in the one true God.



Epicureanism

When Paul went to the Agora in Athens to tell people about
Jesus, he encountered some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers.

Epicureanism and Stoicism had “an influence that eclipsed that
of all rival [philosophical] schools.”{11} The late British
scholar Christopher Stead wrote that they “offered a practical
policy for ordering one’s life which could appeal to the
ordinary man. It has been argued that this was especially
needed in the disorientation caused by the decline of the
Greek city-states in the face of Alexander’s empire.”{12}

The school of Epicureanism was founded by Epicurus in the
fourth century BC. His primary goal was to help people find
happiness and peace of mind. He taught that a happy life 1is
one in which pleasure predominates. These pleasures shouldn’t,
however, cause any harm or discomfort. They aren’t found in a
life of debauchery. Drinking and revelry just bring pain and
confusion.{13} Pleasure was to be found in living a peaceful
life in the company of like-minded friends. The intellectual
pleasures of contemplation were the highest, because they
could be experienced even if the body suffered.

There was more to Epicureanism than simply a lifestyle,
however. Epicureans held two basic beliefs which stand in
stark contrast to the message Paul preached to the Areopagus.
These beliefs were thought to provide the basis for a tranquil
life.

First, although Epicureans believed in the existence of the
gods, they believed the gods had no interest in the affairs of
people. Epicurus taught that the gods were very much like the
Epicureans; they were examples of the ideal tranquil life.
Although Epicureans might participate in religious ceremonies
and “honour the gods for their excellence,”{14} they didn’t
seek the gods’ favor through sacrifice.



A second key belief was the denial of the afterlife. Epicurus
taught that after death comes extinction. According to their
cosmogony, the world was created when atoms, falling through
space, began to collide and form bodies. Like the heavenly
bodies, we also are merely material beings. When we die, our
material bodies decay and we no longer exist.{15} Thus, there
was no fear of judgment in an afterlife.

Stoicism

As Paul mingled with the people in the Athenian Agora, he
spoke not only with Epicureans, but with Stoics as well.

Stoicism was a school of philosophy founded by Zeno of Cyprus
who lived from 335 to 263 BC. During a time of political
instability, Stoicism “provided a means for maintaining
tranquility amid the struggles of life.”{16} As with Epicurus,
freedom from fear was a motivating force in Zeno's

thought. {17}

What did the Stoics believe that released them from fear?
Stoicism changed over the centuries, but this is a good
general description.

While the Epicureans believed the gods didn’t get involved in
the affairs of people on earth, Stoics denied the existence of
personal gods altogether.

Stoics believed the—universe began with fire that
differentiated itself into the other basic elements of water,
air, and earth. The universe was composed purely of matter.
The coarser matter made up the physical bodies we see. The
finer matter was defused throughout everything and held
everything together. This they called logos (reason) or
sometimes breath or spirit or even fire. The idea of logos
meant there was a rational principle operating in the
universe.



Because the universe was thought to be ordered by an inbuilt
principle and not by a mind, Stoics were deterministic. This
raises a question, though. If everything was determined, what
would that mean for ethics? Virtue was of supreme importance
for Stoics. How could one choose the good if one’s actions are
determined? One answer given was this: while people had the
freedom to choose, the universe would do what it was
determined to do. But if one wanted to live well, one had to
live rationally in keeping with the rational order of the
universe. To do otherwise was to make oneself miserable.

Some Stoics believed that the universe would one day erupt in
a great fire from which would come another universe. Others
thought the universe was eternal. Some believed that in future
universes, people would repeat their lives over and over.
Others believed that death was the end of a person’s
existence. In either case, there was no immortality as we
understand it.

Thus, Stoics sought peace in their troubled times by denying
the existence of meddlesome gods and an afterlife that would
bring judgment.

Paul’s Speech

When Paul was allowed to speak before the Areopagus, he made a
strategic move. By pointing to the altar to the unknown god,
and later referring to the comments of the Greeks’ own poets,
he averted the charge of introducing new gods. At least on the
surface!

Having brought their admitted ignorance to light, Paul told
them about the true God. His declaration that a personal God
made the heavens and the earth was a direct challenge to the
Epicureans and Stoics. His announcement that God didn’'t live
in temples or need the service of people was a challenge to
the practices of the religious Greeks.



Paul told them that God wasn’t far off and unknown. The phrase
“in him we live, and move, and have our being,” which refers
to Zeus, likely comes from Epimenides of Crete. The line, “we
are his offspring,” 1is found in a poem by Aratus.{18} Paul
wasn’'t equating Zeus with God, but was telling them which God
they were really near to.

Then Paul delivered a charge to the people. God was
overlooking their time of ignorance and calling them to
repent.{19} This was more than simply a call to a virtuous
life as with the philosophers or a call to perform the
required sacrifices to the gods. This repentance was
necessary, Paul said, for God has set a time to judge the
world through His appointed man, and that judgment is assured
by the raising of that man from the dead. (2:26)

This was too much for the people of Athens for a few reasons.
First, Paul presented an entirely different cosmology.
History, he told them, was bound by the creation of God on one
end and the judgment of God on the other. Second, there was no
room for a historical resurrection in Greek thought. The
dyings and risings of their gods didn’t occur in space-time
history.

By attacking the Greeks’ religion, Paul attacked the
foundations of their whole cultural structure. New Testament
scholar Kavin Rowe writes that, because religion was so
interwoven with the rest of life, Paul’s visit to Athens —-and
to Lystra, Philippi, and Ephesus as well-“[displays] . . . the
collision between two different ways of life.”{20}

The gospel we proclaim doesn’t just lay claim to our religious
beliefs. It affects our entire lives. Paul knew what was
central to the Greeks, what was the core issue that had to be
addressed. Likewise, we need to know the fundamental worldview
beliefs of our neighbors and how to address them with an
approach that will get us a hearing.
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The Dead Sea Scrolls Shed
Light on the Accuracy of our
Bible

Dr. Patrick Zukeran reviews the discovery of and important
historical findings from the Dead Sea Scrolls. The texts
discovered provide clear evidence as to the accuracy of our
version of the 0ld Testament and the care with which it was
preserved.

The Story of the Scrolls

Worship at the sacred Jerusalem Temple had become corrupt,
with seemingly little hope for reform. A group of devoted Jews
removed themselves from the mainstream and began a monastic
life in the Judean desert. Their studies of the 0ld Testament
Scriptures led them to believe that God’s judgment upon
Jerusalem was imminent and that the anointed one would return
to restore the nation of Israel and purify their worship.
Anticipating this moment, the Essenes retreated into the
Qumran desert to await the return of their Messiah. This
community, which began in the third century B.C., devoted
their days to the study and copying of sacred Scripture as
well as theological and sectarian works.

As tensions between the Jews and Romans increased, the
community hid their valuable scrolls in caves along the Dead
Sea to protect them from the invading armies. Their hope was
that one day the scrolls would be retrieved and restored to
the nation of Israel. In A.D. 70, the Roman general Titus
invaded Israel and destroyed the city of Jerusalem along with
its treasured Temple. It is at this time that the Qumran
community was overrun and occupied by the Roman army. The
scrolls remained hidden for the next two thousand years.
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In 1947, a Bedouin shepherd named Muhammad (Ahmed el-Dhib) was
searching for his lost goat and came upon a small opening of a
cave. Thinking that his goat may have fallen into the cave, he
threw rocks into the opening. Instead of hearing a startled
goat, he heard the shattering of clay pottery. Lowering
himself into the cave, he discovered several sealed jars. He
opened them hoping to find treasure. To his disappointment, he
found them to contain leather scrolls. He collected seven of
the best scrolls and left the other fragments scattered on the
ground.

Muhammad eventually brought some of the scrolls to a cobbler
and antiquities dealer in Bethlehem named Khando. Khando,
thinking the scrolls were written in Syriac, brought them to a
Syrian Orthodox Archbishop named Mar (Athanasius) Samuel. Mar
Samuel recognized that the scrolls were written in Hebrew and
suspected they may be very ancient and valuable. He eventually
had the scrolls examined by John Trevor at the American School
of Oriental Research (ASOR). Trevor contacted the world’s
foremost Middle East archaeologist, Dr. William Albright, and
together these men confirmed the antiquity of the scrolls and
dated them to sometime between the first and second century
B.C.

After the initial discovery, archaeologists searched other
nearby caves between 1952 and 1956. They found ten other caves
that contained thousands of ancient documents as well. One of
the greatest treasures of ancient manuscripts had been
discovered: the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Date and Contents of the Scrolls

Scholars were anxious to confirm that these Dead Sea Scrolls
were the most ancient of all Old Testament manuscripts in the
Hebrew language. Three types of dating tools were used: tools
from archaeology, from the study of ancient languages, called
paleography and orthography, and the carbon-14 dating method.
Each can derive accurate results. When all the methods arrive



at the same conclusion, there is an increased reliability in
the dating.

Archaeologists studied the pottery, coins, graves, and
garments at Khirbet Qumran, where the Essenes lived. They
arrived at a date ranging from the second century B.C. to the
first century A.D. Paleographers studied the style of writing
and arrived at dates raging from the third century B.C. to the
first century A.D. Scientists, using the radiocarbon dating
method, dated the scrolls to range from the fourth century
B.C. to the first century A.D. Since all the methods came to a
similar conclusion, scholars are very confident in their
assigned date for the texts. The scrolls date as early as the
third century B.C. to the first century A.D.{1l}

Eleven caves were discovered containing nearly 1,100 ancient
documents which included several scrolls and more than 100,000
fragments.{2} Fragments from every 0ld Testament book except
for the book of Esther were discovered. Other works included
apocryphal books, commentaries, manuals of discipline for the
Qumran community, and theological texts. The majority of the
texts were written in the Hebrew language, but there were also
manuscripts written in Aramaic and Greek.{3}

Among the eleven caves, Cave 1, which was excavated in 1949,
and Cave 4, excavated in 1952, proved to be the most
productive caves. One of the most significant discoveries was
a well-preserved scroll of the entire book of Isaiah.

The famous Copper Scrolls were discovered in Cave 3 in 1952.
Unlike most of the scrolls that were written on leather or
parchment, these were written on copper and provided
directions to sixty-four sites around Jerusalem that were said
to contain hidden treasure. So far, no treasure has been found
at the sites that have been investigated.

The oldest known piece of biblical Hebrew is a fragment from
the book of Samuel discovered in Cave 4, and is dated from the



third century B.C.{4} The War Scroll found in Caves 1 and 4 1is
an eschatological text describing a forty-year war between the
Sons of Light and the evil Sons of Darkness. The Temple Scroll
discovered in Cave 11 is the largest and describes a future
Temple in Jerusalem that will be built at the end of the age.

Indeed, these were the most ancient Hebrew manuscripts of the
Old Testament ever found, and their contents would yield
valuable insights to our understanding of Judaism and early
Christianity.

The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Masoretic
Text

The Dead Sea Scrolls play a crucial role in assessing the
accurate preservation of the 0ld Testament. With its hundreds
of manuscripts from every book except Esther, detailed
comparisons can be made with more recent texts.

The 0ld Testament that we use today is translated from what is
called the Masoretic Text. The Masoretes were Jewish scholars
who between A.D. 500 and 950 gave the 0ld Testament the form
that we use today. Until the Dead Sea Scrolls were found in
1947, the oldest Hebrew text of the 0ld Testament was the
Masoretic Aleppo Codex which dates to A.D. 935.{5}

With the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, we now had
manuscripts that predated the Masoretic Text by about one
thousand years. Scholars were anxious to see how the Dead Sea
documents would match up with the Masoretic Text. If a
significant amount of differences were found, we could
conclude that our Old Testament Text had not been well
preserved. Critics, along with religious groups such as
Muslims and Mormons, often make the claim that the present day
0Old Testament has been corrupted and is not well preserved.
According to these religious groups, this would explain the
contradictions between the 0ld Testament and their religious
teachings.



After years of careful study, it has been concluded that the
Dead Sea Scrolls give substantial confirmation that our 0Old
Testament has been accurately preserved. The scrolls were
found to be almost identical with the Masoretic text. Hebrew
Scholar Millar Burrows writes, “It is a matter of wonder that
through something like one thousand years the text underwent
so little alteration. As I said in my first article on the
scroll, ‘Herein lies its chief importance, supporting the
fidelity of the Masoretic tradition.'”{6}

A significant comparison study was conducted with the Isaiah
Scroll written around 100 B.C. that was found among the Dead
Sea documents and the book of Isaiah found in the Masoretic
text. After much research, scholars found that the two texts
were practically identical. Most variants were minor spelling
differences, and none affected the meaning of the text.

One of the most respected 0ld Testament scholars, the late
Gleason Archer, examined the two Isaiah scrolls found in Cave
1 and wrote, “Even though the two copies of Isaiah discovered
in Qumran Cave 1 near the Dead Sea in 1947 were a thousand
years earlier than the oldest dated manuscript previously
known (A.D. 980), they proved to be word for word identical
with our standard Hebrew Bible in more than 95 percent of the
text. The five percent of variation consisted chiefly of
obvious slips of the pen and variations in spelling.”{7}

Despite the thousand year gap, scholars found the Masoretic
Text and Dead Sea Scrolls to be nearly identical. The Dead Sea
Scrolls provide valuable evidence that the 0ld Testament had
been accurately and carefully preserved.

The Messianic Prophecies and the Scrolls

One of the evidences used in defending the deity of the Christ
is the testimony of prophecy. There are over one hundred
prophecies regarding Christ in the 0ld Testament.{8} These
prophecies were made centuries before the birth of Christ and



were quite specific in their detail. Skeptics questioned the
date of the prophecies and some even charged that they were
not recorded until after or at the time of Jesus, and
therefore discounted their prophetic nature.

There is strong evidence that the 0ld Testament canon was
completed by 450 B.C. The Greek translation of the 0Old
Testament, the Septuagint, is dated about two hundred fifty
years before Christ. The translation process occurred during
the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus who ruled from 285 to 246
B.C.{9} It can be argued that a complete Hebrew text from
which this Greek translation would be derived must have
existed prior to the third century B.C.

The Dead Sea Scrolls provided further proof that the 01ld
Testament canon existed prior to the third century B.C.
Thousands of manuscript fragments from all the 0ld Testament
books except Esther were found predating Christ’s birth, and
some date as early as the third century B.C. For example,
portions from the book of Samuel date that early, and
fragments from Daniel date to the second century B.C.{10}
Portions from the twelve Minor Prophets date from 150 B.C to
25 B.C.{11} Since the documents were found to be identical
with our Masoretic Text, we can be reasonably sure that our
Old Testament is the same one that the Essenes were studying
and working from.

One of the most important Dead Sea documents is the Isaiah
Scroll. This twenty-four foot long scroll is well preserved
and contains the complete book of Isaiah. The scroll is dated
100 B.C. and contains one of the clearest and most detailed
prophecies of the Messiah in chapter fifty-three, called the
“Suffering Servant.” Although some Jewish scholars teach that
this refers to Israel, a careful reading shows that this
prophecy can only refer to Christ.

Here are just a few reasons. The suffering servant is called
sinless (53:9), he dies and rises from the dead (53:8-10), and



he suffers and dies for the sins of the people (53:4-6). These
characteristics are not true of the nation of Israel. The
Isaiah Scroll gives us a manuscript that predates the birth of
Christ by a century and contains many of the most important
messianic prophecies about Jesus. Skeptics could no longer
contend that portions of the book were written after Christ or
that first century insertions were added to the text.

Thus, the Dead Sea Scrolls provide further proof that the 0ld
Testament canon was completed by the third century B.C., and
that the prophecies foretold of Christ in the 0ld Testament
predated the birth of Christ.

The Messiah and the Scrolls

What kind of Messiah was expected by first century Jews?
Critical scholars allege that the idea of a personal Messiah
was a later interpretation made by Christians. Instead, they
believe that the Messiah was to be the nation of Israel and
represented Jewish nationalism.

The Dead Sea Scrolls, written by 0ld Testament Jews, reveal
the messianic expectations of Jews during the time of Christ.
Studies have uncovered several parallels to the messianic hope
revealed in the New Testament as well as some significant
differences. First, they were expecting a personal Messiah
rather than a nation or a sense of nationalism. Second, the
Messiah would be a descendant of King David. Third, the
Messiah would confirm His claims by performing miracles
including the resurrection of the dead. Finally, He would be
human and yet possess divine attributes.

A manuscript found in Cave 4 entitled the Messianic
Apocalypse, copied in the first century B.C., describes the
anticipated ministry of the Messiah:

For He will honor the pious upon the throne of His eternal
kingdom, release the captives, open the eyes of the blind,



lifting up those who are oppressed.. For He shall heal the
critically wounded, He shall raise the dead, He shall bring
good news to the poor.

This passage sounds very similar to the ministry of Jesus as
recorded in the Gospels. In Luke chapter 7:21-22, John the
Baptist’s disciples come to Jesus and ask him if He is the
Messiah. Jesus responds, “Go tell John what you have seen and
heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the
poor have the good news brought to them.”

But, with the similarities there are also differences.
Christians have always taught that there is one Messiah while
the Essene community believed in two, one an Aaronic or
priestly Messiah and the other a Davidic or royal Messiah who
leads a war to end the evil age.{12}

The Essenes were also strict on matters of ceremonial purity
while Jesus criticized these laws. He socialized with tax
collectors and lepers which was considered defiling by the
Jews. Jesus taught us to love one’s enemies while the Essenes
taught hatred towards theirs. They were strict Sabbatarians,
and Jesus often violated this important aspect of the law. The
Qumran community rejected the inclusion of women, Gentiles,
and sinners, while Christ reached out to these very groups.

The many differences show that the Essenes were not the source
of early Christianity as some scholars propose. Rather,
Christianity derived its teachings from the 0ld Testament and
the ministry of Jesus.

The Dead Sea Scrolls have proven to be a significant
discovery, confirming the accurate preservation of our 0Old
Testament text, the messianic prophecies of Christ, and
valuable insight into first century Judaism.



Two Major Prophets and the Dead Sea
Scrolls

The Dead Sea Scrolls have been an asset in the debate
regarding two major and well disputed books of the 01ld
Testament, Daniel and Isaiah. Conservative scholars maintained
that Daniel was written in the sixth century B.C. as the
author declares in the first chapter. The New Testament
writers treated Daniel as a prophetic book with predictive
prophecies. Liberal scholars began teaching in the eighteenth
century that it was written in the Maccabean Period or the
second century B.C. If they are correct, Daniel would not be a
prophetic book that predicted the rise of Persia, Greece, and
Rome.

Before the discovery of the scrolls, critical scholars argued
that the Aramaic language used in Daniel was from a time no
earlier than 167 B.C. during the Maccabean period. Other
scholars, such as well-respected archaeologist Kenneth
Kitchen, studied Daniel and found that ninety percent of
Daniel’s Aramaic vocabulary was used in documents from the
fifth century B.C. or earlier.{13} The Dead Sea Scrolls
revealed that Kitchen’s conclusion was well founded. The
Aramaic language used in the Dead Sea Scrolls proved to be
very different from that found in the book of Daniel. O01ld
Testament scholars have concluded that the Aramaic in Daniel
is closer to the form used in the fourth and fifth century
B.C. than to the second century B.C.

Critical scholars challenged the view that Isaiah was written
by a single author. Many contended that the first thirty-nine
chapters were written by one author in the eighth century
B.C., and the final twenty-six chapters were written in the
post-Exilic period. The reason for this is that there are some
significant differences in the style and content between the
two sections. If this were true, Isaiah’s prophecies of
Babylon in the later chapters would not have been predictive



prophecies but written after the events occurred.

With the discovery of the Isaiah Scroll at Qumran, scholars on
both sides were eager to see if the evidence would favor their
position. The Isaiah Scroll revealed no break or demarcation
between the two major sections of Isaiah. The scribe was not
aware of any change in authorship or division of the book.{14}
Ben Sira (second century B.C.), Josephus, and the New
Testament writers regarded Isaiah as written by a single
author and containing predictive prophecy.{15} The Dead Sea
Scrolls added to the case for the unity and prophetic
character of Isaiah.

Inventory of the Scrolls

The following is a brief inventory provided by Dr. Gleason
Archer of the discoveries made in each of the Dead Sea

caves.{16}

Cave 1 was the first cave discovered and excavated in 1949.
Among the discoveries was found the Isaiah Scroll containing a
well-preserved scroll of the entire book of Isaiah. Fragments
were found from the other 0ld Testament books which included
Genesis, Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Judges, Samuel, Ezekiel, and
Psalms. Non-biblical books included the Book of Enoch, Sayings
of Moses, Book of Jubilee, Book of Noah, Testament of Levi and
the Wisdom of Solomon. Fragments from commentaries on Psalms,
Micah, and Zephaniah were also discovered.

Cave 2 was excavated in 1952. Hundreds of fragments were
discovered, including remains from the 0ld Testament books of
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Jeremiah, Job, Psalms
and Ruth.

Cave 3 was excavated in 1952. Here archaeologists found the
famous Copper Scrolls. These scrolls contained directions to
sixty-four sites containing hidden treasures located around
Jerusalem. So far, no treasure has been found at the sites



investigated.

Cave 4, excavated in 1952, proved to be one of the most
productive. Thousands of fragments were recovered from nearly
four hundred manuscripts. Hundreds of fragments from every 0ld
Testament book were discovered with the exception of the Book
of Esther. The fragment from Samuel labeled 4Qsam{l7} 1is
believed to be the oldest known piece of biblical Hebrew,
dating from the third century B.C. Also found were fragments
of commentaries on the Psalms, Isaiah, and Nahum. The entire
collection of Cave 4 is believed to represent the scope of the
Essene library.

Cave 5 was excavated in 1952 and fragments from some 01ld
Testament books along with the book of Tobit were found.

Cave 6 excavated in 1952 uncovered papyrus fragments of
Daniel, 1 and 2 Kings and some other Essene literature.

Caves 7-10 yielded finds of interest for archaeologists but
had little relevance for biblical studies.

Cave 11 was excavated in 1956. It exposed well-preserved
copies from some of the Psalms, including the apocryphal Psalm
151. In addition, a well-preserved scroll of part of Leviticus
was found, and fragments of an Apocalypse of the New
Jerusalem, an Aramaic Targum or paraphrase of Job, was also
discovered.

Indeed these were the most ancient Hebrew manuscripts of the
Old Testament ever found, and their contents would soon reveal
insights that would impact Judaism and Christianity.
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The New Testament: Can I
Trust It?

Rusty Wright and Linda Raney Wright examine how the New
Testament documents measure up when subjected to standard
tests for historical reliability.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

“How can any well-educated person believe the New Testament?
It was written so long after the events it records that we
can’t possibly trust it as historically reliable.” This is a
common question on the university campus and deserves an
honest answer.

How does one determine the authenticity of an ancient book? C.
Sanders, a military historian, outlines three basic tests used
by historians and literary critics.{1} These are the internal,
external and bibliographic tests. Let’s consider briefly how
the New Testament stands up to each one.

1. The Internal Test

Here our question concerns the trustworthiness of the writers
as revealed by the text itself. One of the chief issues 1is
whether or not we have eyewitness testimony. The New Testament
accounts of the life of Christ were written by eyewitnesses or
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by people relating the accounts of the eyewitnesses of the
actual events. John wrote, “what we have seen and heard
[concerning Christ], we proclaim to you also.”{2} Peter stated
that he and his associates were “eyewitnesses of His
majesty.”{3} Luke claimed that his gospel was based on
accounts compiled from eyewitnesses.{4} In a court of law,
eyewitness testimony is the most reliable kind.

Another issue in the internal test is the consistency of the
reports. If two writers present testimony that 1is
contradictory, doubt is cast on the integrity of one or both
records.

Many have charged that the New Testament contains
contradictions. To deal with such charges, it is important to
understand that “contrary” is defined by Webster as “a
proposition so related to another that, though both may be
false, they cannot both be true.” Thus, the statement, “Joe
and Bill are in this room” contradicts the statement, “Only
Joe is in this room.” It does not, however, contradict the
statement, “Joe is in this room.” Omission does not
necessarily constitute contradiction.

With this in mind, consider several alleged New Testament
contradictions. Some observe that Luke writes of two angels at
the tomb of Jesus after the resurrection{5} while Matthew
mentions “an angel.”{6} The observation of the statements 1is
accurate, but the interpretation of them as contraries is not.
If Matthew explicitly stated that only one angel was present
at that time, the two accounts would be dissonant. As it is,
they are harmonious.

Others note an apparent discrepancy in the accounts of the
birth of Jesus. Hans Conzelmann, a German theologian, writing
of Matthew’s and Luke’s accounts of the nativity, states that
“in every detail they disagree.”{7} He focuses on apparent
geographical inconsistencies.



Simple observation shows that the two accounts do differ. Luke
tells of Joseph and Mary starting in Nazareth and traveling to
Bethlehem (for the census and the birth of Jesus in
Bethlehem). He then records the family’s return to
Nazareth.{8} Matthew’s account begins with the couple 1in
Bethlehem (and Jesus’ birth there) and records their flight
into Egypt to escape King Herod’s wrath, and relates their
travel to Nazareth after Herod’'s death.{9}

Contradictory vs. Complementary

Conzelmann regards these details as contradictory, but are
they? The Gospels never claim to be exhaustive records of the
life of Christ. Any biographer must of necessity be selective.
Could not Matthew have chosen to omit the census journey from
Nazareth to Bethlehem and Luke the flight into Egypt? As such,
the accounts are complementary, rather than contradictory.{10}

Often such critics seem unable to carefully discern the
content of biblical texts because of their own negative
presuppositions and lofty speculations. One is inclined to
agree with C. S. Lewis’ criticism of these skeptics when he
writes, “These men ask me to believe they can read between the
lines of the old texts; the evidence (that they cannot) 1is
their obvious inability to read (in any sense worth
discussing) the lines themselves.”{11} Consider a final (and
more difficult) example of alleged inconsistency. Many have
noted a difference between the synoptic accounts (those in
Matthew, Mark and Luke) and John’s account of the dating of
the death of Jesus. Specifically, the issue concerns the
chronological relationship of the crucifixion to the
celebration of the Passover meal by the Jews. Mark refers to
some Jews observing the Passover the evening before the
crucifixion.{12} John seems to indicate a Passover celebration
after the crucifixion.{13} In a recent definitive article, Dr.
Harold Hoehner of Dallas Theological Seminary solves the
puzzle.{1l4} Citing evidence from the Mishnah and the scholars



Strock-Billerbock, Hoehner shows that the Pharisees and
Sadducees (two contemporary religious parties) disagreed about
the day of the week on which the Passover should fall. The
result was that the Pharisees celebrated the Passover one day
before the Sadducees did. This makes it entirely plausible
that the synoptics use the reckoning of the Pharisees, while
John presents that of the Sadducees, thus accounting for the
difference.

2. External Test

This test asks whether other historical and archaeological
materials confirm or deny the internal testimony provided by
the documents themselves. Several authors of antiquity wrote
of Jesus as a person of history. Among them were Tacitus,
Josephus, Seutonius, and Pliny the Younger.{15} Sir William
Ramsey, an eminent archaeologist, once held that Luke’s
writings were not historically sound. His own subsequent
investigation of near-eastern archaeology forced him to
reverse his position and conclude that “Luke is a historian of
the first rank.”{16}

Nelson Glueck, former president of Jewish Theological Seminary
in Cincinnati, one of the greatest archaeologists, and a Jew,
wrote: “It may be stated categorically that no archaeological
discovery has ever controverted a biblical reference.”{17}

Archaeological Evidence

Consider a few examples of archaeological confirmation of the
New Testament. In I Corinthians, Paul refers to the meat
market in Corinth.{18} An inscription from ancient Corinth has
been discovered which refers to the “meat market.”{19} Luke
refers to the temple of Artemis in Ephesus and speaks of a
riot that occurred in a theater in the same city.{20} The
temple was excavated in 1803 and measured 100 by 340 feet.{21}
Twentieth-century Austrian archaeologists unearthed the
theater and found it could hold nearly 25,000 people.{22}



Mark writes of Jesus healing a blind man as He left
Jericho.{23} Luke, apparently writing of the same event, says
it happened while Jesus was approaching Jericho.{24}

Excavations in 1907-09 by Ernest Sellin, of the German
Oriental Society, showed that there were “twin cities” of
Jericho in Jesus’ time—an old Jewish city and a Roman city
separated by about a mile.{25} Apparently Mark referred to one
and Luke referred to the other, and the incident occurred as
Jesus traveled between the two.

William F. Albright, one of the world’'s leading biblical
archaeologists, adds a helpful comment: “We can already say
emphatically that there is no longer any solid basis for
dating any book of the New Testament after about A.D. 80, two
full generations before the date of between A.D. 130 and 150
given by the more radical New Testament critics of today.”{26}
This statement is crucial because it means that some of
Christ’s opponents, who were living when He was on earth, were
undoubtedly still around when the New Testament books were
penned. Their presence would have prompted the New Testament
writers to give careful attention to the veracity of the
statements. And we can be certain that if any errors were made
in their accounts the opponents of Christ (of which there were
many) would have been quick to expose them.

3. Bibliographic Test

This final test is necessary because we do not possess the
original manuscripts of most ancient documents. The question
that must be asked, then, is: “How many early copies do we
have and how close in time are they to the original?” A. T.
Robertson, author of one of the most comprehensive grammars of
New Testament Greek, wrote, “..we have 13,000 manuscript copies
of portions of the New Testament.”{27} Many of these copies
are dated only a short time (80-400 years) after the original.

When the New Testament documents are compared with other



writings of antiquity for the numbers of early copies and the
chronological proximity of the copies to the original, the New
Testament is far superior. (For instance, we have only 10 good
copies of Gallic Wars and they are 1,000 years after the
original; seven copies of Plato’s Tetrologies, 1,200 years
after the original. Similar results hold for the writings of
Thucydides, Herodotus and a host of others.){28}

The late Sir Frederic Kenyon, former director and principal
librarian of the British Museum, was one of the leading
authorities on the reliability of ancient manuscripts. He drew
this conclusion:

“The interval then, between the dates of original composition
and the earliest extant evidence becomes so small as to be 1in
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.”{29}

If one concludes that the New Testament documents are
historically reliable, it stands to reason that he should
seriously consider the message they present. In the 0ld
Testament and the New, the message of the Bible is the message
of Jesus Christ. And He offers an abundant and eternal life to
anyone who will consider and respond to His claims: “I am the
light of the world; he who follows Me shall not walk in the
darkness, but shall have the light of life..and you shall know
the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”{30}

Notes

1. Sanders, C. Introduction to Research in English Literary
History (New York: MacMillan, 1952), pp. 143ff; quoted 1in
Montgomery, John. “History and Christianity,” His Magazine
reprint, Chicago, December 1964-March 1965, pp. 6-9.



2. I John 1:3.
3. 11 Peter 1:16.
4. Luke 1:1-3.
5. Luke 24:1-4.
6. Matthew 28:1-8.

7. Conzelmann, Hans. Jesus. The classic article from the RGG
expanded and updated (Philadelphia: Fortress Press), pp.
26-27.

8. Luke 1:26, 2:40.
9. Matthew 2:1-23.

10. Cheney, Johnston. The Life of Christ in Stereo. (Portland,
OR: Western Seminary Press, 1971), pp. 6-14, 243.

11. Hooper, Walter (ed.). Christian Reflections (William B.
Eerdmans) quoted in McDowell, Josh. More Evidence That Demands
a Verdict (San Bernardino, CA: Campus Crusade for Christ,
Inc., 1975), p. 342.

12. Mark 14:12ff.
13. John 18:28.

14. Hoehner, Harold W. “Chronological Aspects of the Life of
Christ, Part IV” Bibliotheca Sacra (Dallas: Dallas Theological
Seminary, July, 1974), pp. 241-264.

15. Bruce, F. F. Jesus and Christian Origins Outside the New
Testament. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), pp.19-41.

16. Ramsay, W.M. The Bearing of Recent Discovery on the
Trustworthiness of the New Testament. (1915), p. 222; quoted
in Bruce, F. F. The New Testament Documents — Are They
Reliable? (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1968), p. 91.



17. Glueck, Nelson. Rivers in the Desert History of Negev.
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publications Society of America, 1969);
quoted in McDowell, Josh. Evidence That Demands A Verdict.
(San Bernardino, CA: Campus Crusade for Christ, Inc., 1972),
p. 68.

18. 1 Corinthians 10:25.
19. Bruce, Christian Origins. p 200.
20. Acts 19:27-29.

21. Free, Joseph P. Archaeology and Bible History. (Wheaton:
Scripture Press,1951), p.324.

22. Ibid.
23. Mark 10:46-52.
24. Luke 18:35 43.

25. Free, op cit, p. 295; the old Jewish Jericho may have been
a “ghost town” or merely a mound in Jesus’ day.

26. Albright, William. Recent Discoveries in Biblical Lands.
(New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1955), p. 136; quoted in
McDowell, op. cit., p. 65.

27. Robertson, A T., Introduction to the Textual Criticism of
the New Testament. (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1925), p. 70;
quoted in Montgomery, op. cit., p. 6.

28. McDowell, op. cit., pp. 46-56: Montgomery, op. cit., p. 6:
Bruce, op. cit., pp. 10-20.

29. Kenyon, F. G. The Bible and Archaeology. (New York and
London: Harper, 1940), pp. 288, 89; quoted in Montgomery, op.
cit., p. ©.

30. John 8:12, 32.



Copyright 1976 Rusty Wright and Linda Raney Wright. All rights
reserved.



