Are the Biblical Documents
Reliable?

We can trust that the Bible we hold in our hands today is the
same as when the various documents were written. Probe founder
Jimmy Williams provides evidence for the trustworthiness of
the biblical documents.

How do we know that the Bible we have today is even close to
the original? Haven’'t copiers down through the centuries
inserted and deleted and embellished the documents so that the
original message of the Bible has been obscured? These
questions are frequently asked to discredit the sources of
information from which the Christian faith has come to us.

Three Errors To Avoid

1. Do not assume inspiration or infallibility of the
documents, with the intent of attempting to prove the
inspiration or infallibility of the documents. Do not say the
bible is inspired or infallible simply because it claims to
be. This is circular reasoning.

2. When considering the original documents, forget about the
present form of your Bible and regard them as the collection
of ancient source documents that they are.

3. Do not start with modern “authorities” and then move to the
documents to see if the authorities were right. Begin with the
documents themselves.

Procedure for Testing a Document’s Validity

In his book, Introduction in Research in English Literary
History, C. Sanders sets forth three tests of reliability
employed in general historiography and literary criticism.{1}
These tests are:
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» Bibliographical (i.e., the textual tradition from the
original document to the copies and manuscripts of that
document we possess today)

= Internal evidence (what the document claims for itself)

» External evidence (how the document squares or aligns
itself with facts, dates, persons from its own
contemporary world).

It might be noteworthy to mention that Sanders is a professor
of military history, not a theologian. He uses these three
tests of reliability in his own study of historical military
events.

We will look now at the bibliographical, or textual evidence
for the Bible'’s reliability.

The 0ld Testament

For both 0ld and New Testaments, the crucial question is: “Not
having any original copies or scraps of the Bible, can we
reconstruct them well enough from the oldest manuscript
evidence we do have so they give us a true, undistorted view
of actual people, places and events?”

The Scribe

The scribe was considered a professional person in antiquity.
No printing presses existed, so people were trained to copy
documents. The task was usually undertaken by a devout Jew.
The Scribes believed they were dealing with the very Word of
God and were therefore extremely careful in copying. They did
not just hastily write things down. The earliest complete copy
of the Hebrew 0Old Testament dates from c. 900 A.D.

The Masoretic Text

During the early part of the tenth century (916 A.D.), there
was a group of Jews called the Masoretes. These Jews were
meticulous in their copying. The texts they had were all in



capital letters, and there was no punctuation or paragraphs.
The Masoretes would copy Isaiah, for example, and when they
were through, they would total up the number of letters. Then
they would find the middle letter of the book. If it was not
the same, they made a new copy. All of the present copies of
the Hebrew text which come from this period are in remarkable
agreement. Comparisons of the Massretic text with earlier
Latin and Greek versions have also revealed careful copying
and little deviation during the thousand years from 100 B.C.
to 900 A.D. But until this century, there was scant material
written in Hebrew from antiquity which could be compared to
the Masoretic texts of the tenth century A.D.

The Dead Sea Scrolls

In 1947, a young Bedouin goat herdsman found some strange clay
jars in caves near the valley of the Dead Sea. Inside the jars
were some leather scrolls. The discovery of these “Dead Sea
Scrolls” at Qumran has been hailed as the outstanding
archeological discovery of the twentieth century. The scrolls
have revealed that a commune of monastic farmers flourished in
the valley from 150 B.C. to 70 A.D. It is believed that when
they saw the Romans invade the land they put their cherished
leather scrolls in the jars and hid them in the caves on the
cliffs northwest of the Dead Sea.

The Dead Sea Scrolls include a complete copy of the Book of
Isaiah, a fragmented copy of Isaiah, containing much of Isaiah
38-6, and fragments of almost every book in the 0ld Testament.
The majority of the fragments are from Isaiah and the
Pentateuch (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy). The books of Samuel, in a tattered copy, were
also found and also two complete chapters of the book of
Habakkuk. In addition, there were a number of nonbiblical
scrolls related to the commune found.

These materials are dated around 100 B.C. The significance of
the find, and particularly the copy of Isaiah, was recognized



by Merrill F. Unger when he said, “This complete document of
Isaiah quite understandably created a sensation since it was
the first major Biblical manuscript of great antiquity ever to
be recovered. Interest in it was especially keen since it
antedates by more than a thousand years the oldest Hebrew
texts preserved in the Masoretic tradition.”{2}

The supreme value of these Qumran documents lies in the
ability of biblical scholars to compare them with the
Masoretic Hebrew texts of the tenth century A.D. If, upon
examination, there were little or no textual changes in those
Masoretic texts where comparisons were possible, an assumption
could then be made that the Masoretic Scribes had probably
been just as faithful in their copying of the other biblical
texts which could not be compared with the Qumran material.

What was learned? A comparison of the Qumran manuscript of
Isaiah with the Masoretic text revealed them to be extremely
close in accuracy to each other: “A comparison of Isaiah 53
shows that only 17 letters differ from the Masoretic text. Ten
of these are mere differences in spelling (like our “honor”
and the British “honour”) and produce no change in the meaning
at all. Four more are very minor differences, such as the
presence of a conjunction (and) which are stylistic rather
than substantive. The other three letters are the Hebrew word
for “light.” This word was added to the text by someone after
“they shall see” in verse 11. Out of 166 words in this
chapter, only this one word is really in question, and it does
not at all change the meaning of the passage. We are told by
biblical scholars that this is typical of the whole manuscript
of Isaiah.”{3}

The Septuagint

The Greek translation of the 0ld Testament, called the
Septuagint, also confirms the accuracy of the copyists who
ultimately gave us the Masoretic text. The Septuagint is often
referred to as the LXX because it was reputedly done by



seventy (for which LXX is the Roman numeral) Jewish scholars
in Alexandria around 200 B.C. The LXX appears to be a rather
literal translation from the Hebrew, and the manuscripts we
have are pretty good copies of the original translation.

Conclusion

In his book, Can I Trust My Bible, R. Laird Harris concluded,
“We can now be sure that copyists worked with great care and
accuracy on the 0ld Testament, even back to 225 B.C.
indeed, it would be rash skepticism that would now deny that
we have our 0ld Testament in a form very close to that used by
Ezra when he taught the word of the Lord to those who had
returned from the Babylonian captivity.”{4}

The New Testament

The Greek Manuscript Evidence

There are more than 4,000 different ancient Greek manuscripts
containing all or portions of the New Testament that have
survived to our time. These are written on different
materials.

Papyrus and Parchment

During the early Christian era, the writing material most
commonly used was papyrus. This highly durable reed from the
Nile Valley was glued together much like plywood and then
allowed to dry in the sun. In the twentieth century many
remains of documents (both biblical and non-biblical) on
papyrus have been discovered, especially in the dry, arid
lands of North Africa and the Middle East.

Another material used was parchment. This was made from the
skin of sheep or goats, and was in wide use until the late
Middle Ages when paper began to replace it. It was scarce and
more expensive; hence, it was used almost exclusively for
important documents.



Examples
1. Codex Vaticanus and Codex Siniaticus

These are two excellent parchment copies of the entire New
Testament which date from the 4th century (325-450 A.D.).{5}

2. Older Papyrii

Earlier still, fragments and papyrus copies of portions of the
New Testament date from 100 to 200 years (180-225 A.D.) before
Vaticanus and Sinaticus. The outstanding ones are the Chester
Beatty Papyrus (P45, P46, P47) and the Bodmer Papyrus II, XIV,
XV (P46, P75).

From these five manuscripts alone, we can construct all of
Luke, John, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians,
Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Hebrews, and
portions of Matthew, Mark, Acts, and Revelation. Only the
Pastoral Epistles (Titus, 1 and 2 Timothy) and the General
Epistles (James, 1 and 2 Peter, and 1, 2, and 3 John) and
Philemon are excluded.{6}

3. Oldest Fragment

Perhaps the earliest piece of Scripture surviving is a
fragment of a papyrus codex containing John 18:31-33 and 37.
It is called the Rylands Papyrus (P52) and dates from 130
A.D., having been found in Egypt. The Rylands Papyrus has
forced the critics to place the fourth gospel back into the
first century, abandoning their earlier assertion that it
could not have been written then by the Apostle John.{7}

4. This manuscript evidence creates a bridge of extant papyrus
and parchment fragments and copies of the New Testament
stretching back to almost the end of the first century.

Versions (Translations)

In addition to the actual Greek manuscripts, there are more



than 1,000 copies and fragments of the New Testament in Syria,
Coptic, Armenian, Gothic, and Ethiopic, as well as 8,000
copies of the Latin Vulgate, some of which date back almost to
Jerome’s original translation in 384 400 A.D.

Church Fathers

A further witness to the New Testament text is sourced in the
thousands of quotations found throughout the writings of the
Church Fathers (the early Christian clergy [100-450 A.D.] who
followed the Apostles and gave leadership to the fledgling
church, beginning with Clement of Rome (96 A.D.).

It has been observed that if all of the New Testament
manuscripts and Versions mentioned above were to disappear
overnight, it would still be possible to reconstruct the
entire New Testament with quotes from the Church Fathers, with
the exception of fifteen to twenty verses!

A Comparison

The evidence for the early existence of the New Testament
writings is clear. The wealth of materials for the New
Testament becomes even more significant when we compare it
with other ancient documents which have been accepted without
question.

) Lapse:
Earliest Lapse:
Author and |[Author’s Date of | Date of Event
] . Extant Event to
Work Lifespan| Events |Writing* to
MS** e MS
Writing
Matthew, ca. 4 BC — 50 — ca. 200 <50 <200
Gospel ©0-70? | AD 30 | 65/75 ' years years
Mark, ca. <50 <200
27 — 30| 65/70 ca. 225
Gospel 15-907 / years years
Luke, ca. 5 BC — <50 <200
60/75 . 200
Gospel 10-807? AD 30 / ca years years




hn, . 100
John c@ 27-30 | 90-110 | ca. 130 | o0 )
Gospel 10-100 years years

20- 2
Paul, s 0-65| 30 | 50-65 | ca. 200 | 20739 | <200
Letters years years
. - -12
Josephus, ca 200 BC ca. 80 | ca. 950 10-300 | 900-1200
War 37-100 |— AD 70 years years
, . - 000-1300
Josephu§ ca 200 BC ca. 95 |ca. 1050 30-300 |1
Antiquities| 37-100 |— AD 65 years years
Tacitus, ca. AD 100-120 | ca. 850 30-100 | 800-850
Annals 56-120 14-68 years years
tonius, . BC — 25-17 750-

Seu PnlUS ca 50 BC ca. 120 | ca. 850 5 0 50-900
Lives 69-130 | AD 95 years years
Pliny, @ 197.112 | 110-112 | ca. 850 | ° > | 7227739
Letters 60-115 years years

. - -1

PluFarch, ca 500 BC ca. 100 | ca. 950 30-600 | 850-1500

Lives 50-120 |— AD 70 years years
ca.
- - -125 11400-14

Hergdotus, 485 - 425 546-478| 430-425 ca. 900 50-125 00-1450

History BC BC BC years years
ca.
' , - - - -1350

Thu§yd1des 460-400 431-411| 410-400 ca. 900 0-30 |1300

History BC BC BC years years

Xenophon €d-  1491-399| 385-375 15-25 | 1750

PN | 439355 ca. 1350

Anabasis BC BC BC years years
ca.
' - . - -1150

Po¥yb1us, 200-120 220-168| ca. 150 ca. 950 20-70 |1100-11

History BC BC BC years years

*Where a slash occurs, the first date is conservative, and the
second is liberal.
**New Testament manuscripts are fragmentary. Earliest complete



manuscript is from ca. 350; lapse of event to complete
manuscript is about 325 years.

Conclusion

In his book, The Bible and Archaeology, Sir Frederic G.
Kenyon, former director and principal librarian of the British
Museum, stated about the New Testament, “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.” {8}

To be skeptical of the twenty-seven documents in the New
Testament, and to say they are unreliable is to allow all of
classical antiquity to slip into obscurity, for no documents
of the ancient period are as well attested bibliographically
as these in the New Testament.

B. F. Westcott and F.J.A. Hort, the creators of The New
Testament in Original Greek, also commented: “If comparative
trivialities such as changes of order, the insertion or
omission of the article with proper names, and the like are
set aside, the works in our opinion still subject to doubt can
hardly mount to more than a thousandth part of the whole New
Testament.”{9} In other words, the small changes and
variations in manuscripts change no major doctrine: they do
not affect Christianity in the least. The message is the same
with or without the variations. We have the Word of God.

The Anvil? God’s Word.

Last eve I passed beside a blacksmith’s door
And heard the anvil ring the vesper chime:
Then looking in, I saw upon the floor



0ld hammers, worn with beating years of time.

“How many anvils have you had,” said I,

“To wear and batter all these hammers so?”

“Just one,” said he, and then, with twinkling eye,
“The anvil wears the hammers out, you know.”

And so, thought I, the anvil of God’s word,

For ages skeptic blows have beat upon;

Yet though the noise of falling blows was heard,
The anvil is unharmed . . . the hammer’s gone.

Author unknown
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Church and Poverty

The church in general, and evangelical Christians 1in
particular, has been helping people in poverty. But you
wouldn’t know that if you attended a roundtable discussion of
poverty at Georgetown University. President Obama made lots of
critical comments, but I wanted to focus on just one of his
statements.

The president was critical of churches focusing so much time
on social issues and so little time on poverty. He wanted
“faith-based organizations to speak out on” the issue of
poverty and stop being obsessed with what he called
“reproductive issues” or same-sex marriage.

Evangelical Christians do have concerns about abortion and
same-sex marriage, but that hasn’t kept them from also doing a
great deal to help the poor. In fact, Christians are the most
generous with their time, treasure, and talents. Also,
conservative people are more generous than liberal people. In
previous commentaries, I have quoted from the extensive
research done by Arthur Brooks in his book, Who Really Cares:
The Surprising Truth about Compassionate Conservatism.

What about the institutional church? In term of disaster
relief, the Southern Baptist Convention spent more than $6
million. It was the third largest provider behind the Red
Cross and Salvation Army. And that is just one Protestant
denomination.

An op-ed in the Washington Post by Rob Schwarzwalder and Pat
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Fagan concluded that: “the evangelical relief group World
Vision spent roughly $2.8 billion annually to care for the
poor.” They added: “That would rank World Vision about 12th
within the G-20 nations in terms of overseas development
assistance.” And I might mention that World Vision is just one
evangelical ministry. “Groups such as Samaritan’s Purse, Food
for the Hungry, World Relief and many others provide hundreds
of millions of dollars in anti-poverty programs at home and
abroad.”

The church has been one of the most effective social outreach
programs in history, even if the president doesn’t think so.

This blog post originally appeared at
pointofview.net/viewpoints/church-and-poverty/ on May 26,
2015.

Biblical Interpretation

Earlier this month at the meeting of the International Society
of Christian Apologetics there was a robust discussion of
inerrancy and hermeneutics. Those are scholarly words for the
belief that the Bible is without error and needs to be
interpreted according to sound practices of biblical
interpretation.

There is a practical aspect of this debate that affects you
and the way you read and interpret the Bible. If you have been
a Christian for any length of time, you have probably had
someone ask: Do you take the Bible literally? Before you
answer, I would recommend you ask that person what they mean
by literally.

Here is a helpful sentence: “When the literal sense makes good


http://pointofview.net/viewpoints/church-and-poverty/
https://probe.org/biblical-interpretation/

sense, seek no other sense lest it result in nonsense.”
Obviously the context helps in understanding how to interpret
a passage.

After all, the Bible uses various figures of speech. Jesus
told parables. Jesus used metaphors and proclaimed that He is
the vine, the door, and the light of the world. There are
types and symbols and allegories. If you are reading a section
in the Bible that describes historical events, you expect the
historical record to be accurate. If you are reading poetic
literature like the Psalms, you should not be surprised that
God is described as a shepherd, a sun and a shield.

Here is another helpful sentence: “When the literal sense does
not make good sense, we should seek some other sense lest it
lead to nonsense.” We should reject a literal sense when it
contradicts the moral law, physical law, or supernatural law.

When Jesus says in Matthew 5:30 to cut off your hand, that is
not to be taken literally because if violates moral law. When
Jesus talks about those who swallow a camel in Matthew 23:24,
that violates a physical law. When we read in Jonah 3:10 that
God repented or changed His mind, we know that violates a
supernatural law, because God does not change His mind
(Numbers 23:19).

But in most cases, we are to read the Bible in the literal
sense because seeking some other sense will result in
nonsense. That’s just common sense.

April 23, 2015



Myths About the Bible

Newsweek began 2015 with a cover story on the Bible. In the
lead article, we get a heavy dose of liberal theory and
secular skepticism about the Bible. But the author is correct
in arguing that very few Americans are biblically literate.
Many Christian ministries have documented this through various
surveys as well as lots of anecdotal stories.

Two writers with The Federalist decided to follow the lead of
Newsweek and write about “The Eight Biggest Myths About the
Bible.” Here are just a few of the cultural myths so many have
accepted.

Many people believe the Bible teaches: “money is the root of
all evil.” That is not what Paul taught (in 1 Timothy 6:10)
which says: “For the love of money is a root all kinds of
evil.” The Bible does not condemn money or wealth, but does
admonish us to be generous and not to make money an idol.

Another myth is the pervasive belief that Christians are never
to make moral judgments. One of the most quoted verses these
days is Matthew 7:1. Jesus says, “Judge not, that you be not
judged.” He is not telling us not to make moral judgments. In
the following verses, he explains that we are not to be
hypocritical. We may only see the speck in another person’s
eye and not notice the log in our own eye.

One of the current myths being spread by many atheists is that
the Bible condones slavery. This is hard to accept if you just
look at history. Most abolitionists in this country or Great
Britain were Bible-believing Christians. Paul Copan has
chapters in many of his books addressing the misunderstanding
of the concept of debt-servanthood or indentured servitude
that is nothing like slavery. He also addresses another one of
the myths listed: that the God of the 0ld Testament 1is an
Angry Tribal Deity.
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Newsweek 1is correct that much of America is biblically
illiterate. And the writers in The Federalist are right that
many have accepted these cultural myths about the Bible. That
is why we need to study God’s Word and take the time to read
some good books that destroy these myths.

January 23, 2015

Archaeology and the O0ld
Testament

Dr. Patrick Zukeran surveys the importance of archaeology with
regard to its confirmation of biblical history.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

Understanding Archaeology

Christianity is a historical faith based on actual events
recorded in the Bible. Archaeology has therefore played a key
role in biblical studies and Christian apologetics in several
ways.

First, archaeology has confirmed the historical accuracy of
the Bible. It has verified many ancient sites, civilizations,
and biblical characters whose existence was questioned by the
academic world and often dismissed as myths. Biblical
archaeology has silenced many critics as new discoveries
supported the facts of the Bible.

Second, archaeology helps us improve our understanding of the
Bible. Although we do not have the original writings of the
authors, thousands of ancient manuscripts affirm that we have
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an accurate transmission of the original texts.{1l} Archaeology
can also help us to understand more accurately the nuances and
uses of biblical words as they were used in their day.

Third, archaeology helps illustrate and explain Bible
passages. The events of the Bible occurred at a certain time,
in a particular culture, influenced by a particular social and
political structure. Archaeology gives us insights into these
areas. Archaeology also helps to supplement topics not covered
in the Bible. Much of what we know of the pagan religions and
the intertestamental period comes from archaeological
research.

As we approach this study we must keep in mind the limits of
archaeology. First, it does not prove the divine inspiration
of the Bible. It can only confirm the accuracy of the events.
Second, unlike other fields of science, archaeology cannot re-
create the process under study. Archaeologists must study and
interpret the evidence left behind. All conclusions must allow
for revision and reinterpretation based on new discoveries.
Third, how archaeological evidence 1is understood depends on
the interpreter’s presuppositions and worldview. It 1is
important to understand that many researchers are skeptics of
the Bible and hostile to its world view.

Fourth, thousands of archives have been discovered, but an
enormous amount of material has been lost. For example, the
library in Alexandria held over one million volumes, but all
were lost in a seventh century fire.

Fifth, only a fraction of available archaeological sites have
been surveyed, and only a fraction of surveyed sites have been
excavated. In fact, it is estimated that less than two percent
of surveyed sites have been worked on. Once work begins, only
a fraction of an excavation site is actually examined, and
only a small part of what is examined is published. For
example, the photographs of the Dead Sea Scrolls were withheld
from the public for forty years after they were uncovered.



It is important to understand that the Scriptures remain the
primary source of authority. We must not elevate archaeology
to the point that it becomes the judge for the validity of
Scripture. Randall Price states, “There are indeed instances
where the information needed to resolve a historical or
chronological question is lacking from both archaeology and
the Bible, but it is unwarranted to assume the material
evidence taken from the more limited content of archaeological
excavations can be used to dispute the literary evidence from
the more complete content of the canonical scriptures.”{2} The
Bible has proven to be an accurate and trustworthy source of
history.

Noted archaeologist Nelson Glueck writes, “As a matter of
fact, however, it may be clearly stated categorically that no
archeological discovery has ever controverted a single
biblical reference. Scores of archeological findings have been
made which confirm in clear outline or exact detail historical
statements in the Bible.”{3}

The Discovery of the Hittites

The Hittites played a prominent role in 0ld Testament history.
They interacted with biblical figures as early as Abraham and
as late as Solomon. They are mentioned in Genesis 15:20 as
people who inhabited the land of Canaan. 1 Kings 10:29 records
that they purchased chariots and horses from King Solomon. The
most prominent Hittite is Uriah the husband of Bathsheba. The
Hittites were a powerful force in the Middle East from 1750

B.C. until 1200 B.C. Prior to the late 19" century, nothing
was known of the Hittites outside the Bible, and many critics
alleged that they were an invention of the biblical authors.

In 1876 a dramatic discovery changed this perception. A
British scholar named A. H. Sayce found inscriptions carved on
rocks in Turkey. He suspected that they might be evidence of
the Hittite nation. Ten years later, more clay tablets were



found in Turkey at a place called Boghaz-koy. German cuneiform
expert Hugo Winckler investigated the tablets and began his
own expedition at the site in 1906.

Winckler’s excavations uncovered five temples, a fortified
citadel and several massive sculptures. In one storeroom he
found over ten thousand clay tablets. One of the documents
proved to be a record of a treaty between Ramesses II and the
Hittite king. Other tablets showed that Boghaz-koy was the
capital of the Hittite kingdom. Its original name was Hattusha
and the city covered an area of 300 acres. The Hittite nation
had been discovered!

Less than a decade after Winckler'’'s find, Czech scholar
Bedrich Hronzny proved the Hittite language is an early
relative of the Indo-European languages of Greek, Latin,
French, German, and English. The Hittite language now has a
central place in the study of the history of the Indo-European
languages.

The discovery also confirmed other biblical facts. Five
temples were found containing many tablets with details of the
rites and ceremonies that priests performed. These ceremonies
described rites for purification from sin and purification of
a new temple. The instructions proved to be very elaborate and
lengthy. Critics once criticized the laws and instructions
found in the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy as too
complicated for the time it was written (1400 B.C.). The
Boghaz-koy texts along with others from Egyptian sites and a
site along the Euphrates called Emar have proven that the
ceremonies described in the Jewish Pentateuch are consistent
with the ceremonies of the cultures of this time period.

The Hittite Empire made treaties with civilizations they
conquered. Two dozen of these have been translated and provide
a better understanding of treaties in the 0ld Testament. The
discovery of the Hittite Empire at Boghaz-koy has
significantly advanced our understanding of the patriarchal



period. Dr. Fred Wright summarizes the importance of this find
in regard to biblical historicity:

Now the Bible picture of this people fits in perfectly with
what we know of the Hittite nation from the monuments. As an
empire they never conquered the land of Canaan itself,
although the Hittite local tribes did settle there at an
early date. Nothing discovered by the excavators has in any
way discredited the Biblical account. Scripture accuracy has
once more been proved by the archaeologist.{4}

The discovery of the Hittites has proven to be one of the
great archaeological finds of all time. It has helped to
confirm the biblical narrative and had a great impact on
Middle East archaeological study. Because of it, we have come
to a greater understanding of the history of our language, as
well as the religious, social, and political practices of the
ancient Middle East.

Sodom and Gomorrah

The story of Sodom and Gomorrah has long been viewed as a
legend. Critics assume that it was created to communicate
moral principles. However, throughout the Bible this story 1is
treated as a historical event. The 0ld Testament prophets
refer to the destruction of Sodom on several occasions (Deut.
29:23, Isa. 13:19, Jer. 49:18), and these cities play a key
role in the teachings of Jesus and the Apostles (Matt. 10:15,
2 Pet. 2:6 and Jude 1:7). What has archaeology found to
establish the existence of these cities?

Archaeologists have searched the Dead Sea region for many
years in search of Sodom and Gomorrah. Genesis 14:3 gives
their location as the Valley of Siddim known as the Salt Sea,
another name for the Dead Sea. On the east side six wadies, or
river valleys, flow into the Dead Sea. Along five of these
wadies, ancient cities were discovered. The northern most is
named Bab edh-Drha. In 1924, renowned archaeologist Dr.



William Albright excavated at this site, searching for Sodom
and Gomorrah. He discovered it to be a heavily fortified city.
Although he connected this city with one of the biblical
“Cities of the Plains,” he could not find conclusive evidence
to justify this assumption.

More digging was done in 1965, 1967, and 1973. The
archaeologists discovered a 23-inch thick wall around the
city, along with numerous houses and a large temple. Outside
the city were huge grave sites where thousands of skeletons
were unearthed. This revealed that the city had been well
populated during the early Bronze Age, about the time Abraham
would have lived.

Most intriguing was evidence that a massive fire had destroyed
the city. It lay buried under a coating of ash several feet
thick. A cemetery one kilometer outside the city contained
charred remains of roofs, posts, and bricks turned red from
heat.

Dr. Bryant Wood, in describing these charnel houses, stated
that a fire began on the roofs of these buildings. Eventually
the burning roof collapsed into the interior and spread inside
the building. This was the case in every house they excavated.
Such a massive fiery destruction would match the biblical
account that the city was destroyed by fire that rained down
from heaven. Wood states, “The evidence would suggest that
this site of Bab edh-Drha is the biblical city of Sodom.”{5}

Five cities of the plain are mentioned in Genesis 14: Sodom,
Gomorrah, Admah, Zoar, and Zeboiim. Remnants of these other
four cities are also found along the Dead Sea. Following a
southward path from Bab edh-Drha there is the city called
Numeria. Continuing south is the city called es-Safi. Further
south are the ancient cities of Feifa and Khanazir. Studies at
these cities revealed that they had been abandoned at the same
time about 24502350 B.C. Many archaeologists believe if Bab
ed-Drha is Sodom, Numeria is Gomorrah, and es-Safi is Zoar.



What fascinated the archaeologists is that these cities were
covered in the same ash as Bab ed-Drha. Numeria, believed to
be Gomorrah, had seven feet of ash in some places. In every
one of the destroyed cities ash deposits made the soil a
spongy charcoal, making it impossible to rebuild. According to
the Bible, four of the five cities were destroyed, leaving Lot
to flee to Zoar. Zoar was not destroyed by fire, but was
abandoned during this period.

Although archaeologists are still disputing these findings,
this is one discovery we will be hearing more about in years
to come.

The Walls of Jericho

According to the Bible, the conquest of Jericho occurred in
approximately 1440 B.C. The miraculous nature of the conquest
has caused some scholars to dismiss the story as folklore.
Does archaeology support the biblical account? Over the past
century four prominent archaeologists have excavated the site:
Carl Watzinger from 1907-1909, John Garstang in the 1930’s,
Kathleen Kenyon from 1952-1958, and currently Bryant Wood. The
result of their work has been remarkable.

First, they discovered that Jericho had an impressive system
of fortifications. Surrounding the city was a retaining wall
fifteen feet high. At its top was an eight-foot brick wall
strengthened from behind by an earthen rampart. Domestic
structures were found behind this first wall. Another brick
wall enclosed the rest of the city. The domestic structures
found between the two walls 1is consistent with Joshua’s
description of Rahab’s quarters (Josh. 2:15). Archeologists
also found that in one part of the city, large piles of bricks
were found at the base of both the inner and outer walls,
indicating a sudden collapse of the fortifications. Scholars
feel that an earthquake, which may also explain the damming of
the Jordan in the biblical account, caused this collapse. The
collapsed bricks formed a ramp by which an invader might



easily enter the city (Josh. 6:20).

Of this amazing discovery Garstang states, “As to the main
fact, then, there remains no doubt: the walls fell outwards so
completely, the attackers would be able to clamber up and over
the ruins of the city.”{6} This is remarkable because when
attacked city walls fall inward, not outward.

A thick layer of soot indicates that the city was destroyed by
fire as described in Joshua 6:24. Kenyon describes it this
way. “The destruction was complete. Walls and floors were
blackened or reddened by fire and every room was filled with
fallen bricks.”{7} Archaeologists also discovered large
amounts of grain at the site. This is again consistent with
the biblical account that the city was captured quickly. If it
had fallen as a result of a siege, the grain would have been
used up. According to Joshua 6:17, the Israelites were
forbidden to plunder the city, but had to destroy it totally.

Although the archaeologists agreed Jericho was violently
destroyed, they disagreed on the date of the conquest.
Garstang held to the biblical date of 1400 B.C. while
Watzinger and Kenyon believed the destruction occurred in 1550
B.C. In other words, if the later date is accurate, Joshua
arrived at a previously destroyed Jericho. This earlier date
would pose a serious challenge to the historicity of the 0ld
Testament.

Dr. Bryant Wood, who is currently excavating the site, found
that Kenyon'’s early date was based on faulty assumptions about
pottery found at the site. His later date is also based on the
discovery of Egyptian amulets in the tombs northwest of
Jericho. Inscribed under these amulets were the names of
Egyptian Pharaohs dating from 1500-1386 B.C., showing that the
cemetery was in use up to the end of the late Bronze Age
(1550-1400 B.C.). Finally, a piece of charcoal found in the
debris was carbon-14 dated to be 1410 B.C. The evidence leads
Wood to this conclusion. “The pottery, stratigraphic



considerations, scarab data and a carbon-14 date all point to
a destruction of the city around the end of the Late Bronze
Age, about 1400 BCE.”{8}

Thus, current archeological evidence supports the Bible’s
account of when and how Jericho fell.

House of David

One of the most beloved characters in the Bible is King David.
Scripture says that he was a man after God’s own heart. He 1is
revered as the greatest of all Israelite kings and the
messianic covenant 1is established through his lineage. Despite
his key role in Israel’s history, until recently no evidence
outside the Bible attested to his existence. For this reason
critics questioned the existence of a King David.

In the summer of 1993, an archaeologist made what has been
labeled as a phenomenal and stunning discovery. Dr. Avraham
Biran and his team were excavating a site labeled Tell Dan,
located in northern Galilee at the foot of Mt. Hermon.
Evidence indicates that this is the site of the 0ld Testament
land of Dan.

The team had discovered an impressive royal plaza. As they
were clearing the debris, they discovered in the ruins the
remains of a black basalt stele, or stone slab, containing
Aramaic inscriptions. The stele contained thirteen lines of
writing but none of the sentences were complete. Some of the
lines contained only three letters while the widest contained
fourteen. The letters that remained were clearly engraved and
easy to read. Two of the lines included the phrases “The King
of Israel” and “House of David.”

This is the first reference to King David found outside of the
Bible. This discovery has caused many critics to reconsider
their view of the historicity of the Davidic kingdom. Pottery
found in the vicinity, along with the construction and style



of writing, lead Dr. Biran to argue that the stele was erected
in the first quarter of the ninth century B.C., about a
century after the death of King David.

The translation team discovered that the inscription told of
warfare between the Israelites and the Arameans, which the
Bible refers to during this period. In this find, a ruler of
the Arameans probably Hazael is victorious over Israel and
Judah. The stele was erected to celebrate the defeat of the
two kings. In 1994 two more pieces were found with
inscriptions which refer to Jehoram, the son of Ahab, ruler
over Israel, and Ahaziah, who was the ruler over the “House of
David” or Judah. These names and facts correspond to the
account given in chapters 8 and 9 of 2 Kings. Dr. Hershel
Shanks of Biblical Archaeological Review states, “The stele
brings to life the biblical text in a very dramatic way. It
also gives us more confidence in the historical reality of the
biblical text.”{9}

The find has confirmed a number of facts. First, the use of
the term “House of David” implies that there was a Davidic
dynasty that ruled Israel. We can conclude, then, that a
historic King David existed. Second, the kingdoms of Judah and
Israel were prominent political entities as the Bible
describes. Critics long viewed the two nations as simply
insignificant states.

Dr. Bryant Wood summarizes the importance of this find this
way. “In our day, most scholars, archaeologist and biblical
scholars would take a very critical view of the historical
accuracy of many of the accounts in the Bible. . . . Many
scholars have said there never was a David or a Solomon, and
now we have a stele that actually mentions David.”{10}

Although many archeologists remain skeptical of the biblical
record, the evidence for the historical accuracy of the Bible
continues to build.
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Authority of the Bible - A
Strong Argument for
Christianity

Dr. Pat Zukeran examines some of the compelling evidence for
the reliability and the authority of the Bible. The uniqueness
and astounding accuracy of this ancient text 1is an important
apologetic for Christianity.

This article is also available in Spanish.

There are many books today that claim to be the Word of God.
The Koran, the Bhagavad Gita, The Book of Mormon, and other
religious works all claim to be divinely inspired. The Bible
claims to be the only book that is divinely inspired and that
all other claims of inspiration from other works should be
ruled out. Does the Bible confirm its exclusive claim to be
the Word of God? The totality of evidences presents a strong
case for the divine inspiration of the Bible.

The strongest argument for the divine inspiration
of the Bible is the testimony of Jesus. Jesus
claimed to be the divine Son of God and confirmed
His claims through His sinless, miraculous life and
resurrection. The events of His life have been
recorded in the four Gospels, which have proven to be
historically accurate and written by first century
eyewitnesses.{1l} Since Jesus is God incarnate, whatever He
taught is true, and anything opposed to His teaching is false.

Jesus directly affirmed the authority of the 0ld Testament and
indirectly affirmed the New Testament. In Luke 11:51, Jesus
identified the prophets and the canon of the 0ld Testament. He
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names Abel as the first prophet from Genesis, and Zechariah
the last prophet mentioned in 2 Chronicles, the last book in
the Jewish 0ld Testament (which contains the same books we
have today although placed in a different order). In Mark
7:8-9, Jesus refers to the 0ld Testament as the commands of
God. In Matthew 5:17, Jesus states that the Law and the
Prophets referring to the 0ld Testament is authoritative and
imperishable. Throughout His ministry, Jesus made clear His
teachings, corrections, and actions were consistent with the
Old Testament. He also judged others teachings and traditions
by the 0ld Testament. He thus demonstrated His affirmation of
the 0ld Testament to be the Word of God.

Jesus even specifically affirmed as historical several
disputed stories of the 0ld Testament. He affirms as true the
accounts of Adam and Eve (Matthew 19:4-5), Noah and the flood
(Matthew 24:39), Jonah and the whale (Matthew 12:40), Sodom
and Gomorrah (Matthew 10:15), and more.

Jesus confirmed the 0ld Testament and promised that the Holy
Spirit would inspire the apostles in the continuation of His
teaching and in the writing of what would become the New
Testament (John 14:25-26 and John 16:12-13). The apostles
demonstrated that they came with the authority of God through
the miracles they performed as Jesus and the Prophets did
before them. The book of Acts, which records the miracles of
the apostles, has also proven to be a historically accurate
record written by a first century eyewitness.

Prophecy

Many religious books claim to be divinely inspired, but only
the Bible has evidence of supernatural confirmation. We have
seen that Jesus, being God incarnate, affirms the inspiration
of the Bible. Another evidence of supernatural confirmation 1is
the testimony of prophecy. The biblical authors made hundreds
of specific prophecies of future events that have come to pass
in the manner they were predicted. No book in history can



compare to the Bible when it comes to the fulfillment of
prophecy.

Here are some examples. Ezekiel 26, which was written in 587
B.C., predicted the destruction of Tyre, a city made up of two
parts: a mainland port city, and an island city half a mile
off shore. Ezekiel prophesied that Nebuchadnezzar would
destroy the city, many nations would fight against her, the
debris of the city would be thrown into the ocean, the city
would never be found again, and fishermen would come there to
lay their nets.

In 573 B.C., Nebuchadnezzar destroyed the mainland city of
Tyre. Many of the refugees of the city sailed to the island,
and the island city of Tyre remained a powerful city. In 333
B.C., however, Alexander the Great laid siege to Tyre. Using
the rubble of mainland Tyre, he built a causeway to the island
city of Tyre. He then captured and completely destroyed the
city.

Today, Tyre is a small fishing town where fishing boats come
to rest and fisherman spread their nets. The great ancient
city of Tyre to this day lies buried in ruins exactly as
prophesied. If we were to calculate the odds of this event
happening by chance, the figures would be astronomical. No, it
was not by coincidence.{2}

Here’'s another example. There are nearly one hundred
prophecies made about Jesus in the 0Old Testament, prophecies
such as His place of birth, how he would die, His rejection by
the nation of Israel, and so on. All these prophecies were
made hundreds of years before Jesus ever came to earth.
Because of the accuracy of the prophecies, many skeptics have
believed that they must have been written after A.D. 70-after
the birth and death of Jesus and the destruction of Jerusalem.
They have thereby tried to deny that they are even prophecies.

However, in 1947 the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered. These



scrolls contained the book of Isaiah and other prophetic
books. When dated, they were found to be written from 120 to
100 B.C.,{3} well before Jesus was born. It would have been an
incredible accomplishment for Jesus to have fulfilled the
numerous prophecies. Some say these prophecies were fulfilled
by chance, but the odds against this would be exceptionally
large. It would take more a greater leap of faith to believe
in that chance happening than in the fact that Jesus is God
and these prophecies are divinely inspired.

The record of prophecy is thus evidence for the unique and
supernatural origin of the Bible.

Unity

The Bible is the only book with supernatural confirmation to
support its claim of divine inspiration. The testimony of
Christ and the legacy of prophecy are two proofs for
inspiration. A third line of evidence is the unity of the
Bible.

The Bible covers hundreds of topics, yet it does not
contradict itself. It remains united in its theme. Well,
what’s so amazing about that? you may ask. Consider these
facts. First, the Bible was written over a span of fifteen
hundred years. Second, it was written by more than forty men
from every walk of life. For example, Moses was educated in
Egypt, Peter was a fisherman, Solomon was a king, Luke was a
doctor, Amos was a shepherd, and Matthew was a tax collector.
ALl the writers were of vastly different occupations and
backgrounds.

Third, it was written in many different places. The Bible was
written on three different continents: Asia, Africa, and
Europe. Moses wrote in the desert of Sinai, Paul wrote in a
prison in Rome, Daniel wrote in exile in Babylon, and Ezra
wrote in the ruined city of Jerusalem.



Fourth, it was written under many different circumstances.
David wrote during a time of war, Jeremiah wrote at the
sorrowful time of Israel’s downfall, Peter wrote while Israel
was under Roman domination, and Joshua wrote while invading
the land of Canaan.

Fifth, the writers had different purposes for writing. Isaiah
wrote to warn Israel of God’s coming judgment on their sin;
Matthew wrote to prove to the Jews that Jesus is the Messiah;
Zechariah wrote to encourage a disheartened Israel who had
returned from Babylonian exile; and Paul wrote addressing
problems in different Asian and European churches.

If we put all these factors together—the Bible was written
over fifteen hundred years by forty different authors at
different places, under various circumstances, and addressing
a multitude of issues—how amazing that with such diversity,
the Bible proclaims a unified message! That unity is organized
around one theme: God’s redemption of man and all of creation.
The writers address numerous controversial subjects yet
contradictions never appear. The Bible is an incredible
document.

Let me offer you a good illustration. Suppose ten medical
students graduating in the same year from medical school wrote
position papers on four controversial subjects. Would they all
agree on each point? No, we would have disagreements from one
author to another. Now look at the authorship of the Bible.
All these authors, from a span of fifteen hundred years, wrote
on many controversial subjects, yet they do not contradict one
another.

It seems one author guided these writers through the whole
process: the Holy Spirit. 2 Peter 1:21 states, “No prophecy
was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the
Holy Spirit spoke from God.” The unity of the Bible is just
one more amazing proof of the divine inspiration and authority
of the Bible.



Archaeology

We've studied the testimony of Jesus, prophecy, and the unity
of the Bible as providing supernatural confirmation of the
divine inspiration of the Bible. Another line of evidence 1is
archaeology. Archaeology does not directly prove the Bibles
inspiration, but it does prove its historical reliability.

Middle Eastern archaeological investigations have proven the
Bible to be true and unerringly accurate in its historical
descriptions. Nelson Glueck, a renowned Jewish archaeologist,
states, No archaeological discovery has ever controverted a
biblical reference.{4} Dr. William Albright, who was probably
the foremost authority in Middle East archaeology in his time,
said this about the Bible: There can be no doubt that
archaeology has confirmed the substantial historicity of the
Old Testament.{5} At this time, the number of archaeological
discoveries that relate to the Bible number in the hundreds of
thousands.{6}

Archaeology has verified numerous ancient sites,
civilizations, and biblical characters whose existence was
questioned by the academic world and often dismissed as myths.
Biblical archaeology has silenced many critics as new
discoveries supported the facts of the Bible.

Here are a few examples of the historical accuracy of the
Bible. The Bible records that the Hittites were a powerful
force in the Middle East from 1750 B.C. until 1200 B.C.
(Genesis 15:20, 2 Samuel 11, and 1 Kings 10:29). Prior to the
late nineteenth century, nothing was known of the Hittites
outside the Bible, and many critics alleged that they were an
invention of the biblical authors.

However, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
archaeologists in Turkey discovered a city which proved to be
the capital of the Hittite empire. In the city they discovered
a massive library of thousands of tablets. These tablets



showed that the Hittite language was an early relative of the
Indo-European languages.

Another example is the story of Jericho recorded in the book
of Joshua. For years, skeptics thought the story of the
falling walls of Jericho was a myth. However, recent
archaeological discoveries have led several prominent scholars
to conclude that the biblical description of the fall of
Jericho 1is consistent with the discoveries they have made. One
of the leading archaeologists on Jericho presently is Dr.
Bryant Wood. His research has shown that the archaeological
evidence matches perfectly with the biblical record.{7}

Archaeology has also demonstrated the accuracy of the New
Testament. One of the most well attested to New Testament
authors 1is Luke. Scholars have found him to be a very accurate
historian, even in many of his details. In the Gospel of Luke
and Acts, Luke names thirty-two countries, fifty-four cities,
and nine islands without error.{8} A. N. Sherwin-White states,
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.{9}

There is no other ancient book that has so much archaeological
evidence to support its accounts. Since God is a God of truth,
we should expect His revelation to present what 1is
historically true. Archaeology presents tangible proof of the
historical accuracy of the Bible.

The Bible Alone Is God’s Word

We have given several proofs for the divine inspiration of the
Bible. These include the testimony of Jesus the divine Son of
God, prophecy, unity, and archaeology. Accepting the divine
inspiration of the Bible leads to the conclusion that all
other works cannot be divinely inspired. This does not mean
other works do not contain truth. ALl people are created in
the image of God and can articulate principles that are true.



However, only the Bible proves to be divinely inspired by God
and therefore, other claims of divine inspiration should be
ruled out for several reasons.

The Bible 1is the only book that gives supernatural
confirmation to support its claim of divine inspiration. Other
scriptures which contradict it cannot, therefore, be true.

The law of non-contradiction states that two contradictory
statements cannot be true at the same time. If one proposition
is known to be true, its opposite must be false. If it is true
that I am presently alive, it cannot also be true to say that
I am presently not alive. This is a universal law which 1is
practiced daily in every part of the world. Even if you claim,
the law of non-contradiction is false, you are asserting this
statement is true and its opposite is false. In other words
you end up appealing to the law you are trying to deny thus
making a self-defeating argument.

Since we have good reason to believe the Bible is the inspired
word of God, any teaching that contradicts the Bible must be
false. The Bible makes exclusive claims regarding God, truth
and salvation that would exclude other scriptures. The Bible
teaches that any deity other than the God of the Bible is a
false deity (Exodus 20). Jesus declared that he is the divine
Son of God, the source of truth, and the only way to eternal
life (John 1 & 14:6).

A look at a few works from other religions illustrates this
point. The Hindu scriptures include the Vedas and the
Upanishads. These books present views of God that are contrary
to the Bible. The Vedas are polytheistic, and the Upanishads
present a pantheistic worldview of an impersonal divine
essence called Brahma, not a personal God.

The Koran, the holy book of Islam, denies the deity of Christ,
the triune nature of God, and the atoning work of Christ on
the cross (Sura 4:116, 168). These are foundational truths



taught in the Bible. The Pali Canon, the holy scriptures of
Southern Buddhism, teach a naturalistic worldview (or
pantheistic, as some schools interpret it). It also teaches
salvation by works and the doctrine of reincarnation. The
worldview of the Pali Canon and its view of salvation
contradict biblical teachings. Since these works contradict
biblical teaching, we reject their claim to divine
inspiration.

The Bible alone proves to be divinely inspired and its
exclusive claims rule out the claims of other books.
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The Case for Christ — Reasons
to Believe 1n the Reality of
Christ

Dr. Ray Bohlin summarizes the evidence found by Lee Strobel
when researching the question: Is Jesus Christ really who the
Bible says He is? He shows that we have strong evidence on
every front that backs up our belief in Jesus as the Son of
God. This important apologetic argument helps us understand
the enduring value of Christianity.

Sometimes the Evidence Doesn’t Stack Up

Skeptics around the world claim that Jesus either never said
He was God or He never exemplified the activities and mindset
of God. Either way they rather triumphantly proclaim that
Jesus was just a man. Some will go so far as to suggest that
He was a very moral and special man, but a man nonetheless.
Well, Lee Strobel was just such a skeptic. For Strobel, there
was far too much evidence against the idea of God, let alone
the possibility that God became a man. God was just mythology,
superstition, or wishful thinking.

As a graduate of Yale Law School, an investigative reporter,
and eventual legal affairs editor for the Chicago Tribune,
Strobel was familiar with the weighing of evidence. He was
familiar with plenty of university professors who knew Jesus
as an 1iconoclastic Jew, a revolutionary, or a sage, but not
God. He had read just enough philosophy and history to support
his skepticism.

As Strobel himself says,
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As far as I was concerned, the case was closed. There was
enough proof for me to rest easy with the conclusion that
the divinity of Jesus was nothing more than the fanciful
invention of superstitious people. Or so I thought.{1}

That last hesitation came as a result of his wife'’s
conversion. After the predictable rolling of the eyes and
fears of his wife being the victim of a bait and switch scam,
he noticed some very positive changes he found attractive and
intriguing. The reporter in him eventually wanted to get to
the bottom of this and he launched his own personal
investigation. Setting aside as best he could his own personal
interest and prejudices, he began reading and studying,
interviewing experts, examining archaeology and the Bible.

Over time the evidence began to point to the previously
unthinkable. Strobel’s book The Case for Christ 1is a
revisiting of his earlier quest. He interviews a host of
experts along three lines of evidence. In the first section
Strobel investigates what he calls the record. What did the
eyewitnesses say they saw and heard? Can they be trusted? Can
the gospel accounts be trusted? What about evidence from
outside the Bible? Does archaeology help or hurt the case for
Christ? Strobel puts tough questions to his experts and their
answers will both surprise and exhilarate.

In the third section of the book, Strobel investigates the
resurrection. He examines the medical evidence, explores the
implications of the empty tomb, the reliability of the
appearances after the resurrection, and the wide-ranging
circumstantial evidence.

However, here we’'ll focus on the middle section of the book,
the analysis of Jesus Himself. Did Jesus really think He was
God? Was He crazy? Did He act like He was God? And did He
truly match the picture painted in the 0ld Testament of the
Messiah?



Was Jesus Really Convinced that He Was
the Son of God?

The psychological profiler is a new weapon in the arsenal of
criminal investigators. They understand that behavior reflects
personality. These highly trained professionals examine the
actions and words of criminals and from these clues construct
a psychological and sometimes historical profile of the likely
perpetrator.

These same skills can be applied to our question of whether
Jesus actually thought He was God. We can learn a great deal
about what Jesus thought of Himself, not just from what He
said, but what He did and how He did 1it.

Ben Witherington was educated at Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary (M. Div.) and the University of Durham in England
(Th. D.). He has taught at several universities and seminaries
and authored numerous books and articles about the person of
Jesus.

Strobel began his interview by stating that Jesus wasn’t very
forthcoming about His identity in public, even mysterious. He
didn’t come right out and say He was the Son of God or the
Messiah. Couldn’t it be that Jesus simply didn’t see Himself
that way?

Witherington points out that Jesus needed to operate in the
context of His day. To boldly state that He was God would have
at first confused and then maddened the Jews of His day.
Blasphemy was not treated lightly. Therefore He was very
careful, especially at first, of what He said publicly.

There are other clues to Jesus’ self-identity as God. He chose
twelve disciples, as God chose the twelve nations of Israel.
He called John the Baptist the greatest man on earth; yet He
went on to do even greater things in His miracles. He told the
Pharisees, in contradiction to much of the 0ld Testament law,



that what defiled a man was what came out of his mouth, not
what he put in it. “We have to ask, what kind of person thinks
he has the authority to set aside the divinely inspired Jewish
Scriptures and supplant them with his own teaching.”{2} Even
the Romans labeled Him King of the Jews. Either Jesus actually
said that or someone thought He did.

Since Jesus’ followers called Him Rabboni or Rabbi, it seems
they just thought of Him as a teacher and nothing more. But
Witherington reminds us that Jesus actually taught in a
radical new way. In Judaism, the authority of two or more
witnesses was required for the proclamation of truth. But
Jesus frequently said, “Amen I say to you,” or in modern
English, “I swear in advance to the truthfulness of what I am
about to say.” Jesus attested to the truth of what He was
saying on His own authority. This was truly revolutionary.

The evidence that Jesus believed that He stood in the very
place of God is absolutely convincing. Maybe He was just
crazy. We'll explore that question next.

Was Jesus Crazy When He Claimed to be the
Son of God?

There’s considerable doubt in the general public about the
usefulness of psychological testimony in the courtroom. It
seems that you can find some psychologist to testify to just
about anything concerning someone’s state of mind at the time
a crime was committed. But while abuses can occur, most people
recognize that a trained and experienced psychologist can
offer helpful insights into a person’s state of mind while
examining his words and actions.

In our investigation of Jesus, if He really believed He was
God, can we determine if He was crazy or insane? You can visit
just about any mental health facility and be introduced to
people who think they are Julius Caesar or Napoleon or even
Jesus Christ. Could Jesus have been deluded?



Not so, according to Gary Collins, a psychologist with a
doctorate in clinical psychology from Purdue and the author of
numerous books and articles in popular magazines and
professional journals. Disturbed individuals often show signs
of depression or anxiety or explosive anger. But Jesus never
displays inappropriate emotions.

He does get angry, but this is clearly appropriate—in the
temple, for instance, when He saw the misuse of the temple
courtyard and that the moneychangers were taking advantage of
the poor. He didn’'t just get ticked off because someone was
annoying Him. In fact, Jesus seems at His most composed when
being challenged. In a beautiful passage, Collins describes
Jesus as he would an old friend:

He was loving but didn’'t let his compassion immobilize him;
he didn’t have a bloated ego, even though he was often
surrounded by adoring crowds; he maintained balance despite
an often demanding lifestyle; he always knew what he was
doing and where he was going; he cared deeply about people,
including women and children, who weren’t seen as being
important back then; he was able to accept people while not
merely winking at their sin; he responded to individuals
based on where they were at and what they uniquely needed.
All in all I just don’t see signs that Jesus was suffering
from any known mental illness.{3}

OK, so maybe Jesus wasn’t mentally disturbed, but maybe He
used psychological tricks to perform His miracles. Many
illnesses are psychosomatic, so maybe His healings were just
by the power of suggestion. Collins readily admits that maybe
some of Jesus’ miracles were of this very type, but they were
still healed. And some of His miracles just can’t fit this
description. Jesus healed leprosy and people blind since
birth, both of which would be difficult to pull off as a
psychological trick. His miracles over nature also can’t be
explained psychologically, and raising Lazarus from the dead
after being in the tomb for a few days is not the stuff of



trickery. No, Jesus wasn’t crazy.

Did Jesus Fulfill the Attributes of God?

Modern forensics utilizes artists who are able to sketch the
appearance of a criminal based on the recollections of the
victims. This is an important tool to be able to alert the
public as to the appearance of a usually violent offender. In
Lee Strobel’s investigation of the evidence for Jesus, he uses
the 0ld Testament as a sketch of what God is supposed to be
like. If Jesus claims to be God, then what we see of Him in
the Gospels should mirror the picture of God in the 01ld
Testament.

For this purpose, Strobel interviewed Dr. D. A. Carson,
research professor of New Testament at Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School in Deerfield, Illinois. Carson can read a
dozen languages and has authored or edited over forty books
about Jesus and the New Testament.

At the start of the interview, Strobel asks Carson, “What did
Jesus say or do that convinces you that Jesus is God?” The
answer was a little surprising. Jesus forgave sins.

We all see ourselves as having the power and authority to
forgive someone who has wronged us. Jesus forgave people for
things they did that didn’t involve Jesus at all. This was
startling for that time and even today. Only God can truly
forgive sins, and Jesus specifically does so on a number of
occasions.{4}

In addition, Jesus considered himself to be without sin.
Historically, we consider people to be holy who are fully
conscious of their own failures and are fighting them honestly
in the power of the Holy Spirit. But Jesus gave no such
impression. In that wonderful chapter, John 8, Jesus asks if
anyone can convict Him of sin (John 8:46). The question itself
is startling, but no one answers. Sinlessness 1is another



attribute of deity.

This chapter is a wonderful interview with Carson, covering
other questions, such as: how could Jesus be God and actually
be born; or say that the Father was greater than He; or not
speak out strongly against the slavery of the Jewish and Roman
culture; or believe in and send people to Hell? I’'ll leave you
to explore those fascinating questions on your own in the
book.

Strobel concludes that the Bible declares several attributes
for God and applies them to Jesus. John 16:30 records one of
the disciples saying, “Now we can see that you know all
things.” Jesus says in Matthew 28:20, “Surely I am with you
even unto the end of the age.” And in Matthew 18:20 He says,
“Where two or three are gathered in my name, there I am with
them.” ALl authority was given Him (Matthew 28:18) and Hebrews
tells us that He is the same yesterday and today. So Jesus 1is
omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent, and immutable. In John
14:7, Jesus says, “If you really knew me, you would know my
Father as well.”

Did Jesus—and Jesus Alone-Match the
Identity of the Messiah?

So far in Strobel’s interviews with scholars we have affirmed
that Jesus did claim to be God, He wasn’t insane or
emotionally disturbed, and He did things that only God would
do. Now we want to review Strobel’s interview with Louis
Lapides, a Jewish believer as to whether Jesus actually fit
the 0ld Testament picture of what the Messiah would be like.

One of the important pieces of evidence that convinced Lapides
that Jesus was the long-looked-for Messiah was the fulfillment
of prophecy. There are over forty prophecies concerning the
coming Messiah, and Jesus fulfilled every one. Some say this
is just coincidence. But, the odds of just one person
fulfilling even five of these prophesies is less than one



chance in one hundred million billion—-a number millions of
times greater than the number of all people who have ever
lived on earth.{5}

But maybe this isn’t all it seems. Objections to the
correlation of Jesus’ life to the prophecies of the Messiah
fall into four categories. The first is the coincidence
argument, which we just dispelled. Perhaps the most frequently
heard argument is that the gospel writers fabricated the
details to make it appear that Jesus was the Messiah. But the
gospels were written close enough in time to the actual events
that, if false, critics could have exposed the details.
Certainly this is true of those in the Jewish community who
had every reason to squash this new religion before it got
started.

Third, there is the suggestion that Jesus intentionally
fulfilled these many prophecies so as to make Himself appear
as the Messiah. That's conceivable for some of the prophecies,
such as Jesus’ riding into Jerusalem on a donkey, but for
others it’'s impossible. How could Jesus arrange for his
ancestry, or place of birth, or the method of execution, or
that soldiers would gamble for his clothing? The list goes on.

Fourth, perhaps Christians have just ripped these so-called
prophecies out of context and have misinterpreted them. When
asked, Lapides sighed and replied:

You know, I go through books that people write to try to
tear down what we believe. That'’s not fun to do, but I spend
the time to look at each objection individually and then to
research the context and the wording in the original
language. And every single time, the prophecies have stood
up and shown themselves to be true.{6}

What I found most intriguing about the interviews was the
combination of academic integrity on the part of these
scholars alongside a very evident love for the One of whom



they were speaking. For these scholars, finding the historical
Jesus was not just an academic exercise, but also a life-
changing personal encounter with Jesus. Perhaps it can be for
you too.
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The Historical Reliability of
the Gospels — An Important
Apologetic for Christianity

Dr. Pat Zukeran provides a succinct argument for the
reliability of our current copies of the four gospels. This
data 1is an important part of any apologetic argument, 1i.e.
defense of the veracity of the Christian faith.

This article is also available in Spanish.

Differences Between the Four Gospels

Skeptics have criticized the Gospels, the first four books of
the New Testament, as being legendary in nature rather than
historical. They point to alleged contradictions between
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Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. They also maintain the Gospels
were written centuries after the 1lifetimes of the
eyewitnesses. The late date of the writings allowed legends
and exaggerations to proliferate, they say.

Are the Gospels historical or mythological?

The first challenge to address is how to account for the
differences among the four Gospels. They are each different in
nature, content, and the facts they include or exclude. The
reason for the variations is that each author wrote to a
different audience and from his own unique perspective.
Matthew wrote to a Jewish audience to prove to them that Jesus
is indeed their Messiah. That's why Matthew includes many of
the teachings of Christ and makes numerous references to 0ld
Testament prophecies. Mark wrote to a Greek or Gentile
audience to prove that Jesus is the Son of God. Therefore, he
makes his case by focusing on the events of Christ’s life. His
gospel moves very quickly from one event to another,
demonstrating Christ’s lordship over all creation. Luke wrote
to give an accurate historical account of Jesus’ life. John
wrote after reflecting on his encounter with Christ for many
years. With that insight, near the end of his life John sat
down and wrote the most theological of all the Gospels.

We should expect some differences between four independent
accounts. If they were identical, we would suspect the writers
of collaboration with one another. Because of their
differences, the four Gospels actually give us a fuller and
richer picture of Jesus.

Let me give you an example. Imagine if four people wrote a
biography on your life: your son, your father, a co-worker,
and a good friend. They would each focus on different aspects
of your life and write from a unique perspective. One would be
writing about you as a parent, another as a child growing up,
one as a professional, and one as a peer. Each may include
different stories or see the same event from a different



angle, but their differences would not mean they are in error.
When we put all four accounts together, we would get a richer
picture of your life and character. That is what is taking
place in the Gospels.

So we acknowledge that differences do not necessarily mean
errors. Skeptics have made allegations of errors for
centuries, yet the vast majority of charges have been
answered. New Testament scholar, Dr. Craig Blomberg, writes,
“Despite two centuries of skeptical onslaught, it is fair to
say that all the alleged inconsistencies among the Gospels
have received at least plausible resolutions.”{1} Another
scholar, Murray Harris, emphasizes, “Even then the presence of
discrepancies in circumstantial detail is no proof that the
central fact is unhistorical.”{2} The four Gospels give us a
complementary, not a contradictory, account.

The Date of the New Testament Writings:
Internal Evidence

Critics claim that the Gospels were written centuries after
the lifetimes of the eyewitnesses. This would allow for myths
about Jesus’ life to proliferate. Were the Gospels written by
eyewitnesses as they claim, or were they written centuries
later? The historical facts appear to make a strong case for a
first century date.

Jesus’ ministry was from A.D. 27-30. Noted New Testament
scholar, F.F. Bruce, gives strong evidence that the New
Testament was completed by A.D. 100.{3} Most writings of the
New Testament works were completed twenty to forty years
before this. The Gospels are dated traditionally as follows:
Mark is believed to be the first gospel written around A.D.
60. Matthew and Luke follow and are written between A.D.
60-70; John is the final gospel, written between A.D. 90-100.

The internal evidence supports these early dates for several
reasons. The first three Gospels prophesied the fall of the



Jerusalem Temple which occurred in A.D. 70. However, the
fulfillment is not mentioned. It is strange that these three
Gospels predict this major event but do not record it
happening. Why do they not mention such an important prophetic
milestone? The most plausible explanation is that it had not
yet occurred at the time Matthew, Mark, and Luke were written.

In the book of Acts, the Temple plays a central role in the
nation of Israel. Luke writes as if the Temple is an important
part of Jewish life. He also ends Acts on a strange note: Paul
living under house arrest. It is strange that Luke does not
record the death of his two chief characters, Peter and Paul.
The most plausible reason for this is that Luke finished
writing Acts before Peter and Paul’s martyrdom in A.D. 64. A
significant point to highlight is that the Gospel of Luke
precedes Acts, further supporting the traditional dating of
A.D. 60. Furthermore, most scholars agree Mark precedes Luke,
making Mark’s Gospel even earlier.

Finally, the majority of New Testament scholars believe that
Paul’s epistles are written from A.D. 48-60. Paul’s outline of
the life of Jesus matches that of the Gospels. 1 Corinthians
is one of the least disputed books regarding its dating and
Pauline authorship. In chapter 15, Paul summarizes the gospel
and reinforces the premise that this is the same gospel
preached by the apostles. Even more compelling is that Paul
quotes from Luke’s Gospel in 1 Timothy 5:18, showing us that
Luke’'s Gospel was indeed completed in Paul'’s lifetime. This
would move up the time of the completion of Luke’s Gospel
along with Mark and Matthew.

The internal evidence presents a strong case for the early
dating of the Gospels.

The Date of the Gospels: External



Evidence

Were the Gospels written by eyewitnesses of the events, or
were they not recorded until centuries later? As with the
internal evidence, the external evidence also supports a first
century date.

Fortunately, New Testament scholars have an enormous amount of
ancient manuscript evidence. The documentary evidence for the
New Testament far surpasses any other work of its time. We
have over 5000 manuscripts, and many are dated within a few
years of their authors’ lives.

Here are some key documents. An important manuscript is the
Chester Beatty Papyri. It contains most of the N.T. writings,
and is dated around A.D. 250.

The Bodmer Papyri contains most of John, and dates to A.D.
200. Another 1is the Rylands Papyri that was found in Egypt
that contains a fragment of John, and dates to A.D. 130. From
this fragment we can conclude that John was completed well
before A.D. 130 because, not only did the gospel have to be
written, it had to be hand copied and make its way down from
Greece to Egypt. Since the vast majority of scholars agree
that John is the last gospel written, we can affirm its first
century date along with the other three with greater
assurance.

A final piece of evidence comes from the Dead Sea Scrolls Cave
7. Jose Callahan discovered a fragment of the Gospel of Mark
and dated it to have been written in A.D. 50. He also
discovered fragments of Acts and other epistles and dated them
to have been written slightly after A.D. 50.{4}

Another 1line of evidence 1is the writings of the church
fathers. Clement of Rome sent a letter to the Corinthian
church in A.D. 95. in which he quoted from the Gospels and
other portions of the N.T. Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch, wrote



a letter before his martyrdom in Rome in A.D. 115, quoting all
the Gospels and other N.T. letters. Polycarp wrote to the
Philippians in A.D. 120 and quoted from the Gospels and N.T.
letters. Justin Martyr (A.D. 150) quotes John 3. Church
fathers of the early second century were familiar with the
apostle’s writings and quoted them as inspired Scripture.

Early dating is important for two reasons. The closer a
historical record is to the date of the event, the more likely
the record is accurate. Early dating allows for eyewitnesses
to still be alive when the Gospels were circulating to attest
to their accuracy. The apostles often appeal to the witness of
the hostile crowd, pointing to their knowledge of the facts as
well (Acts 2:22, 26:26). Also, the time is too short for
legends to develop. Historians agree it takes about two
generations, or eighty years, for legendary accounts to
establish themselves.

From the evidence, we can conclude the Gospels were indeed
written by the authors they are attributed to.

How Reliable was the Oral Tradition?

Previously, I defended the early dating of the Gospels.
Despite this early dating, there is a time gap of several
years between the ascension of Jesus and the writing of the
Gospels. There is a period during which the gospel accounts
were committed to memory by the disciples and transmitted
orally. The question we must answer is, Was the oral tradition
memorized and passed on accurately? Skeptics assert that
memory and oral tradition cannot accurately preserve accounts
from person to person for many years.

The evidence shows that in oral cultures where memory has been
trained for generations, oral memory can accurately preserve
and pass on large amounts of information. Deuteronomy 6:4-9
reveals to us how important oral instruction and memory of
divine teaching was stressed in Jewish culture. It is a well-



known fact that the rabbis had the 0.T. and much of the oral
law committed to memory. The Jews placed a high value on
memorizing whatever wri ting reflected inspired Scripture and
the wisdom of God. I studied under a Greek professor who had
the Gospels memorized word perfect. In a culture where this
was practiced, memorization skills were far advanced compared
to ours today. New Testament scholar Darrell Bock states that
the Jewish culture was “a culture of memory.”{5}

Rainer Reisner presents six key reasons why oral tradition
accurately preserved Jesus’ teachings.{6} First, Jesus used
the 0ld Testament prophets’ practice of proclaiming the word
of God which demanded accurate preservation of inspired
teaching. Second, Jesus’ presentations of Himself as Messiah
would reinforce among His followers the need to preserve His
words accurately. Third, ninety percent of Jesus’ teachings
and sayings use mnemonic methods similar to those used in
Hebrew poetry. Fourth, Jesus trained His disciples to teach
His lessons even while He was on earth. Fifth, Jewish boys
were educated until they were twelve, so the disciples likely
knew how to read and write. Finally, just as Jewish and Greek
teachers gathered disciples, Jesus gathered and trained His to
carry on after His death.

When one studies the teachings of Jesus, one realizes that His
teachings and illustrations are easy to memorize. People
throughout the world recognize immediately the story of the
Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, and the Lord’s Prayer.

We also know that the church preserved the teachings of Christ
in the form of hymns which were likewise easy to memorize.
Paul’s summary of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15 is a good
example of this.

We can have confidence then that the oral tradition accurately
preserved the teachings and the events of Jesus’ life till
they were written down just a few years later.



The Transmission of the Gospel Texts

When I am speaking with Muslims or Mormons, we often come to a
point in the discussion where it is clear the Bible
contradicts their position. It is then they claim, as many
skeptics, do that the Bible has not been accurately
transmitted and has been corrupted by the church. In regards
to the Gospels, do we have an accurate copy of the original
texts or have they been corrupted?

Previously, we showed that the Gospels were written in the
first century, within the lifetime of the eyewitnesses. These
eyewitnesses, both friendly and hostile, scrutinized the
accounts for accuracy.

So the original writings were accurate. However, we do not
have the original manuscripts. What we have are copies of
copies of copies. Are these accurate, or have they been
tampered with? As shown earlier, we have 5000 Greek
manuscripts of the New Testament. When you include the quotes
from the church fathers, manuscripts from other early
translations like the Latin Vulgate, the Ethiopic text, and
others, the total comes out to over 24,000 ancient texts. With
so many ancient texts, significant alterations should be easy
to spot. However, those who accuse the New Testament of being
corrupted have not produced such evidence. This is significant
because it should be easy to do with so many manuscripts
available. The truth is, the large number of manuscripts
confirm the accurate preservation and transmission of the New
Testament writings.

Although we can be confident in an accurate copy, we do have
textual discrepancies. There are some passages with variant
readings that we are not sure of. However, the differences are
minor and do not affect any major theological doctrine. Most
have to do with sentence structure, vocabulary, and grammar.
These in no way affect any major doctrine.



Here is one example. In our Bibles, Mark 16:9-20 is debated as
to whether it was part of the original writings. Although I
personally do not believe this passage was part of the
original text, 1its inclusion does not affect any major
teaching of Christianity. It states that Christ was
resurrected, appeared to the disciples, and commissioned them
to preach the gospel. This is taught elsewhere.

The other discrepancies are similar in nature. Greek scholars
agree we have a copy very accurate to the original. Westcott
and Hort state that we have a copy 98.33% accurate to the
original.{7} A.T. Robertson gave a figure of 99% accuracy to
the original.{8} As historian Sir Fredric Kenyon assures us,
“.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 general integrity of
the books of the New Testament may be regarded as finally
established.”{9}

Do Miracles Discredit the Gospels?

Skeptics question the accuracy of the Gospels because of the
miracles. However, this is an issue of worldviews. Those who
hold to a naturalistic worldview do not believe an omnipotent
creator exists. All that exists 1s energy and matter.
Therefore, miracles are impossible. Their conclusion, then, is
that the miracle accounts in the Gospels are exaggerations or
myths.

Those who hold to a theistic worldview can accept miracles in
light of our understanding of God and Christ. God can
intervene in time and space and alter the natural regularities
of nature much like finite humans can in smaller limited ways.
If Jesus 1s the Son of God, we can expect Him to perform
miracles to affirm His claims to be divine. But worldviews are
not where this ends. We also need to take a good look at the
historical facts.



As shown previously, the Gospels were written by eyewitnesses
to the events of the life of Christ. Early dating shows
eyewitnesses were alive when Gospels were circulating and
could attest to their accuracy. Apostles often appeal to the
witness of the hostile crowd, pointing out their knowledge of
the facts as well (Acts 2:22, Acts 26:26). Therefore, if there
were any exaggerations or stories being told about Christ that
were not true, the eyewitnesses could have easily discredited
the apostles accounts. Remember, they began preaching in
Israel in the very cities and during the lifetimes of the
eyewitnesses. The Jews were careful to record accurate
historical accounts. Many enemies of the early church were
looking for ways to discredit the apostles’ teaching. If what
the apostles were saying was not true, the enemies would have
cried foul, and the Gospels would not have earned much
credibility.

There are also non-Christian sources that attest to the
miracles of Christ. Josephus writes, “Now there was about that
time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for
he was a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as
receive the truth with pleasure. He drew to him both many of
the Jews and many of the gentiles.” The Jewish Talmud, written
in the fifth century A.D., attributes Jesus’ miracles to
sorcery. Opponents of the Gospels do not deny He did miracles,
they just present alternative explanations for them.

Finally, Christ’s power over creation is supremely revealed in
the resurrection. The resurrection is one of the best attested
to events in history. For a full treatment, look up the
article Resurrection: Fact or Fiction here at Probe.org.
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Ancient Evidence for Jesus
from Non-Christian Sources

Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines evidence from ancient non-
Christian sources for the life of Jesus, demonstrating that
such sources help confirm the historical reliability of the
Gospels.

Evidence from Tacitus

Although there is overwhelming evidence that the New Testament
is an accurate and trustworthy historical document, many
people are still reluctant to believe what it says unless
there is also some independent, non-biblical testimony that
corroborates its statements. In the introduction to one of his
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books, F.F. Bruce tells about a Christian correspondent who
was told by an agnostic friend that “apart from obscure
references in Josephus and the like,” there was no historical
evidence for the life of Jesus outside the Bible.{1} This, he
wrote to Bruce, had caused him “great concern and some little
upset in [his] spiritual life.”{2} He concludes his letter by
asking, “Is such collateral proof available, and if not, are
there reasons for the lack of 1it?”{3} The answer to this
question is, “Yes, such collateral proof is available,” and we
will be looking at some of it in this article.

Let’s begin our inquiry with a passage that historian Edwin
Yamauchi calls “probably the most important reference to Jesus
outside the New Testament.”{4} Reporting on Emperor Nero'’s
decision to blame the Christians for the fire that had
destroyed Rome in A.D. 64, the Roman historian Tacitus wrote:

Nero fastened the guilt . . . 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
Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus
checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea,
the first source of the evil, but even in Rome. . . .{5}

What all can we learn from this ancient (and rather
unsympathetic) reference to Jesus and the early Christians?
Notice, first, that Tacitus reports Christians derived their
name from a historical person called Christus (from the
Latin), or Christ. He is said to have “suffered the extreme
penalty,” obviously alluding to the Roman method of execution
known as crucifixion. This is said to have occurred during the
reign of Tiberius and by the sentence of Pontius Pilatus. This
confirms much of what the Gospels tell us about the death of
Jesus.

But what are we to make of Tacitus’ rather enigmatic statement
that Christ’s death briefly checked “a most mischievous
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superstition,” which subsequently arose not only in Judaea,
but also in Rome? One historian suggests that Tacitus is here
“bearing indirect . . . testimony to the conviction of the
early church that the Christ who had been crucified had risen
from the grave.”{6} While this interpretation is admittedly
speculative, it does help explain the otherwise bizarre
occurrence of a rapidly growing religion based on the worship
of a man who had been crucified as a criminal.{7} How else
might one explain that?

Evidence from Pliny the Younger

Another important source of evidence about Jesus and early
Christianity can be found in the letters of Pliny the Younger
to Emperor Trajan. Pliny was the Roman governor of Bithynia in
Asia Minor. In one of his letters, dated around A.D. 112, he
asks Trajan'’s advice about the appropriate way to conduct
legal proceedings against those accused of being
Christians.{8} Pliny says that he needed to consult the
emperor about this issue because a great multitude of every
age, class, and sex stood accused of Christianity.{9}

At one point in his letter, Pliny relates some of the
information he has learned about these Christians:

They were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day
before it was light, when they sang in alternate verses a
hymn to Christ, as to a god, and bound themselves by a
solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds, but never to commit
any fraud, theft or adultery, never to falsify their word,
nor deny a trust when they should be called upon to deliver
it up; after which it was their custom to separate, and then
reassemble to partake of food-but food of an ordinary and
innocent kind.{10}

This passage provides us with a number of interesting insights
into the beliefs and practices of early Christians. First, we
see that Christians regularly met on a certain fixed day for



worship. Second, their worship was directed to Christ,
demonstrating that they firmly believed in His divinity.
Furthermore, one scholar interprets Pliny’s statement that
hymns were sung to Christ, as to a god, as a reference to the
rather distinctive fact that, “unlike other gods who were
worshipped, Christ was a person who had lived on earth.”{11}
If this interpretation is correct, Pliny understood that
Christians were worshipping an actual historical person as
God! Of course, this agrees perfectly with the New Testament
doctrine that Jesus was both God and man.

Not only does Pliny’s letter help us understand what early
Christians believed about Jesus’ person, it also reveals the
high esteem to which they held His teachings. For instance,
Pliny notes that Christians bound themselves by a solemn oath
not to violate various moral standards, which find their
source in the ethical teachings of Jesus. In addition, Pliny’s
reference to the Christian custom of sharing a common meal
likely alludes to their observance of communion and the “love
feast.”{12} This interpretation helps explain the Christian
claim that the meal was merely food of an ordinary and
innocent kind. They were attempting to counter the charge,
sometimes made by non-Christians, of practicing “ritual
cannibalism.”{13} The Christians of that day humbly repudiated
such slanderous attacks on Jesus’ teachings. We must sometimes
do the same today.

Evidence from Josephus

Perhaps the most remarkable reference to Jesus outside the
Bible can be found in the writings of Josephus, a first
century Jewish historian. On two occasions, in his Jewish
Antiquities, he mentions Jesus. The second, less revealing,
reference describes the condemnation of one “James” by the
Jewish Sanhedrin. This James, says Josephus, was “the brother
of Jesus the so-called Christ.”{14} F.F. Bruce points out how
this agrees with Paul’s description of James in Galatians 1:19



as “the Lord’s brother.”{15} And Edwin Yamauchi informs us
that “few scholars have questioned” that Josephus actually
penned this passage.{16}

As interesting as this brief reference is, there is an earlier
one, which is truly astonishing. Called the “Testimonium
Flavianum,” the relevant portion declares:

About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one

ought to call him a man. For he . . . wrought surprising
feats. . . . He was the Christ. When Pilate . . .condemned
him to be crucified, those who had . . . come to love him
did not give up their affection for him. On the third day he
appeared . . . restored to life. . . . And the tribe of
Christians . . . has . . . not disappeared.{17}

Did Josephus really write this? Most scholars think the core
of the passage originated with Josephus, but that it was later
altered by a Christian editor, possibly between the third and
fourth century A.D.{18} But why do they think it was altered?
Josephus was not a Christian, and it is difficult to believe
that anyone but a Christian would have made some of these
statements. {19}

For instance, the claim that Jesus was a wise man seems
authentic, but the qualifying phrase,

“if indeed one ought to call him a man,” 1s suspect. It
implies that Jesus was more than human, and it is quite
unlikely that Josephus would have said that! It is also
difficult to believe he would have flatly asserted that Jesus
was the Christ, especially when he later refers to Jesus as
“the so-called” Christ. Finally, the claim that on the third
day Jesus appeared to His disciples restored to life, inasmuch
as it affirms Jesus’ resurrection, is quite unlikely to come
from a non-Christian!

n

But even if we disregard the questionable parts of this
passage, we are still left with a good deal of corroborating



information about the biblical Jesus. We read that he was a
wise man who performed surprising feats. And although He was
crucified under Pilate, His followers continued their
discipleship and became known as Christians. When we combine
these statements with Josephus’ later reference to Jesus as
“the so-called Christ,” a rather detailed picture emerges
which harmonizes quite well with the biblical record. It
increasingly appears that the “biblical Jesus” and the
“historical Jesus” are one and the same!

Evidence from the Babylonian Talmud

There are only a few clear references to Jesus in the
Babylonian Talmud, a collection of Jewish rabbinical writings
compiled between approximately A.D. 70-500. Given this time
frame, it 1is naturally supposed that earlier references to
Jesus are more likely to be historically reliable than later
ones. In the case of the Talmud, the earliest period of
compilation occurred between A.D. 70-200.{20} The most
significant reference to Jesus from this period states:

On the eve of the Passover Yeshu was hanged. For forty days
before the execution took place, a herald . . . cried, “He
is going forth to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery
and enticed Israel to apostasy.”{21}

Let’'s examine this passage. You may have noticed that it
refers to someone named “Yeshu.” So why do we think this 1is
Jesus? Actually, “Yeshu” (or “Yeshua”) is how Jesus’ name 1is
pronounced in Hebrew. But what does the passage mean by saying
that Jesus “was hanged”? Doesn’t the New Testament say he was
crucified? Indeed it does. But the term “hanged” can function
as a synonym for “crucified.” For instance, Galatians 3:13
declares that Christ was “hanged”, and Luke 23:39 applies this
term to the criminals who were crucified with Jesus.{22} So
the Talmud declares that Jesus was crucified on the eve of
Passover. But what of the cry of the herald that Jesus was to
be stoned? This may simply indicate what the Jewish leaders



were planning to do.{23} If so, Roman involvement changed
their plans!{24}

The passage also tells us why Jesus was crucified. It claims
He practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy! Since
this accusation comes from a rather hostile source, we should
not be too surprised if Jesus 1s described somewhat
differently than in the New Testament. But if we make
allowances for this, what might such charges imply about
Jesus?

Interestingly, both accusations have close parallels in the
canonical gospels. For instance, the charge of sorcery 1is
similar to the Pharisees’ accusation that Jesus cast out
demons “by Beelzebul the ruler of the demons.”{25} But notice
this: such a charge actually tends to confirm the New
Testament claim that Jesus performed miraculous feats.
Apparently Jesus’ miracles were too well attested to deny. The
only alternative was to ascribe them to sorcery! Likewise, the
charge of enticing Israel to apostasy parallels Luke’s account
of the Jewish leaders who accused Jesus of misleading the
nation with his teaching.{26} Such a charge tends to
corroborate the New Testament record of Jesus’ powerful
teaching ministry. Thus, if read carefully, this passage from
the Talmud confirms much of our knowledge about Jesus from the
New Testament.

Evidence from Lucian

Lucian of Samosata was a second century Greek satirist. In one
of his works, he wrote of the early Christians as follows:

The Christians . . . worship a man to this day-the
distinguished personage who introduced their novel rites,
and was crucified on that account. . . . [It] was impressed

on them by their original lawgiver that they are all
brothers, from the moment that they are converted, and deny
the gods of Greece, and worship the crucified sage, and live



after his laws.{27}

Although Lucian is jesting here at the early Christians, he
does make some significant comments about their founder. For
instance, he says the Christians worshipped a man, “who
introduced their novel rites.” And though this man’s followers
clearly thought quite highly of Him, He so angered many of His
contemporaries with His teaching that He “was crucified on
that account.”

Although Lucian does not mention his name, he 1is clearly
referring to Jesus. But what did Jesus teach to arouse such
wrath? According to Lucian, he taught that all men are
brothers from the moment of their conversion. That's harmless
enough. But what did this conversion involve? It involved
denying the Greek gods, worshipping Jesus, and 1living
according to His teachings. It’'s not too difficult to imagine
someone being killed for teaching that. Though Lucian doesn’t
say so explicitly, the Christian denial of other gods combined
with their worship of Jesus implies the belief that Jesus was
more than human. Since they denied other gods in order to
worship Him, they apparently thought Jesus a greater God than
any that Greece had to offer!

Let’'s summarize what we’ve learned about Jesus from this
examination of ancient non-Christian sources. First, both
Josephus and Lucian indicate that Jesus was regarded as wise.
Second, Pliny, the Talmud, and Lucian imply He was a powerful
and revered teacher. Third, both Josephus and the Talmud
indicate He performed miraculous feats. Fourth, Tacitus,
Josephus, the Talmud, and Lucian all mention that He was
crucified. Tacitus and Josephus say this occurred under
Pontius Pilate. And the Talmud declares it happened on the eve
of Passover. Fifth, there are possible references to the
Christian belief in Jesus’ resurrection in both Tacitus and
Josephus. Sixth, Josephus records that Jesus’ followers
believed He was the Christ, or Messiah. And finally, both
Pliny and Lucian indicate that Christians worshipped Jesus as



God!

I hope you see how this small selection of ancient non-
Christian sources helps corroborate our knowledge of Jesus
from the gospels. 0Of course, there are many ancient Christian
sources of information about Jesus as well. But since the
historical reliability of the canonical gospels is so well
established, I invite you to read those for an authoritative
“life of Jesus!”
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If God 1s So Good, Why Does
He Let Me Hurt?

This is probably the biggest question, and the biggest
obstacle to trusting God, in Christianity. It’s a legitimate
question, and it deserves a thoughtful answer that honors the
amount of pain attached to it. Disclosure: I am writing this
while beset by the most physical pain I’'ve experienced since
post-polio syndrome started attacking my body with the “unholy
trinity” of pain, weakness and fatigue. It hurts to stand, it
hurts to walk. Every single step.

Why does God allow it? And my pain is nothing compared to the
horrific suffering of millions around the world. Doesn’t He
care? Why doesn’t He stop it—surely He can. He could stop it
all with a single word. So why does He 1let innocent
people—especially children, for heaven’s sake-suffer?

We need to put evil and suffering into perspective, and that
means the Really Big Picture. Starting before the beginning of
time. When all there was, was God: Father, Son and Spirit,
engaged in a three-Personed “holy hug” that had no beginning
and has no end. A continual celebration of love, adoration,
respect, and delight in each other. At some point Father God
decided to create mankind and draw us into His circle of love,
adopting us as sons (Eph. 1:4-5) and creating a Bride for His
eternal Son (Rev. 19:7), a fit companion who would reign with
the Lamb (Rev. 22:5).

But God knew that all of human history would unfold between
the bookends of the creation of mankind and the Marriage Feast
of the Lamb. The God of light and life, of love and truth,
knew that all those things are found only in Him; He knew that
to reject Him meant choosing darkness and death, isolation and
deception. He knew that Adam would rebel, that His perfect
creation would crash and burn in the Fall, and that everything
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would be infected and corrupted by sin. He knew that every
human being would be born with a compulsion to reject Him, to
live disconnected from Him, independent from Him—-something
like spiritual HIV+, insuring a death sentence. And sure
enough, the mortality rate is still 100%.

God knew all this, and He created us anyway. Because He knew
the end result was worth it.

Because God is love, He created people to love, and He created
people to love Him back. In order for us to choose to return
His love, we needed to be free to choose NOT to love Him. God
made us with the very real option to say no to Him, so that
our yes would mean something. The alternative would be the
equivalent to making a phone say, “Good morning, I love you.”
The words might be there but there is no heart and no choice
behind them—-they are nothing more than the result of a
programming code. God wanted real and actual love, and that
meant that some people He made and dearly loved, could and
would say no.

When people say no to God, they not only cut themselves off
from relationship with Him, they open the door to all kinds of
evil. Some of it comes from sinful human hearts; some of it
comes from the demonic realm, angels who also said no to God
and became devils. Evil was unleashed by Adam when he
disobeyed God in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3) and it has been
causing havoc, pain and suffering ever since. Sometimes we
need to remind ourselves that this world plagued by pain and
disease, deliberate meanness and selfishness, is not God's
original perfect creation. If it were, God would indeed be a
horrible monster. He knew Adam would open the door to all
kinds of evil and suffering, and He allowed Adam to do it
anyway. Because He knew the end result was worth it.

Why does God let people suffer?

God uses suffering to cleanse us, to mature us, to burn up



shallowness. (Please see my article The Value of Suffering.)
He uses pain as His instrument to shape us into the image of
His Son (Rom. 8:28-29). God has no magic wand that instantly
transforms us from something broken and dirty (and we are far
more broken and dirty than we have any idea) into something
whole and beautiful. There is no divine “Bibbity-Bobbity-Boo.”

Instead, the Son left heaven, wrapped Himself in human flesh,
and came to earth where He lived a perfect, sinless life.
Every day of His earthly life, He suffered as a human,
limiting Himself to a body that would get tired, hungry,
thirsty and dirty. What the first Adam messed up, Jesus the
Second Adam corrected. Where Adam disobeyed the Father, Jesus
learned obedience through suffering (Heb. 5:8). Jesus suffered
throughout His incarnation simply because of His limitations
as a human, then suffered an unimaginably horrible death
through crucifixion, made even worse because He absorbed all
the sin of every human being who had ever lived, was living on
the earth at that time, and would ever exist in the future. He
took our sin into Himself, actually becoming our sin (2 Cor.
5:21), so that when He died, our sin died with Him. But the
Father raised Him from the dead, and He is alive at His
Father’s right hand right now in heaven.

This means that God knows what it means to suffer. There is no
pain, no suffering we can endure, that God Himself did not
experience even more during Jesus’ time on earth. This same
suffering God promised, “Behold, I am making all things new”
(Rev. 21:5). The Father knew He would send the Son to suffer,
and the Son knew that’s what He would leave heaven for.

He did it anyway. Because He knew the end result was worth it.

God allows pain and suffering and evil because He has a plan,
and He’'s working His plan. The end result is that He 1is
redeeming and restoring all the evil, pain and suffering of
this sin-sick world. He will set all things right in the end.
The last chapter of the Bible makes it clear that there is a
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happy ending to what is NOT a fairy tale. What started out as
a Three-Personed holy hug of the Father, Son and Spirit loving
each other while still remaining one God, will be a hugely
enlarged circle of love that includes millions, possibly
billions of people God made in His image, marked “Mine,” and
drew into the divine circle to love and be loved forever.

At that point I believe we will agree, as we look back on
evil, pain and suffering on earth, that it was so, so worth
it.

This blog post originally appeared at If God Is So Good, Why
Does He Let Me Hurt? on July 15, 2014
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