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The following is a brief critical introduction to recent concerns about the documentary hypothesis.  The DH presupposes that Moses did not write the Pentateuch.  Written by a friend in graduate school in 2002, the author, Susan Subracko, intends it as a helpful letter to college students.  Underlined bold portions are stressed so by me. 

_______________________

A Letter to College Students on Pentateuchal Criticism

Dear College Student,


As a student entering a university environment you will be faced with a variety of challenges in your faith.  While many of these will concern your personal and social growth, you will most likely face academic issues which appear to compromise the historicity, inerrancy, and authorship of Scripture.  Holding Scripture to be God’s very word, his precious revelation about himself to his people, is the anchor on which our faith rests.  I am writing to you so that you may have every reason to believe in the sanctity of Scripture, and that your love of the word might increase.  May you have one more reason to believe in the hope you profess, and one more defense to ready yourself in your environment.


The issue that I want to tell you about is just one small piece to this end.  College classrooms are places where the authorship of the Pentateuch is questioned and even presented as contrary to Biblical witness, which claims Moses as the main author of Genesis to Deuteronomy.  Biblical scholars, many of whom are not evangelical and do not hold the same faith beliefs as you and me, have shifted their study over the last two centuries from examining the content of the Pentateuch in its final form, to determining how the present text came into being.  Their conclusions hold that the Pentateuch was written 500-1000 yrs later than the biblical date, by sources other than Moses.  Presented often as accepted fact and not theory, their objection to Biblical witness throws the truth of Scripture into the balance and leads people to the conclusion that they cannot trust Scripture. 


To begin, I point out that the Pentateuch records constant notices of Moses being commanded to write things down (Ex. 17-14; Ex. 34:27; Nu. 33:2; Deut. 31:9; Deut. 31:22).  Not only is his authorship attested to here, it is also upheld throughout the rest of the Bible (Joshua 1:7, 8:32,22:5; Judg. 3:4; 1 Kings 2:3; 2 Kings 14: 6; Ezra 7:6; Luke 2:22; John 1:17). 


However, a method called source criticism, which seeks to uncover the literary sources which may have been used in the composition of the Pentateuch, arose and proposed that four distinct documents were combined over a period of 4-6 centuries to produce the Pentateuch as we now know it.  It began in the late 18th century, with a French medical professor, Jean Astruc, when he noticed that some events are recorded more than once, God is designated by the names Yahweh and Elohim, and certain events are recorded before other events although they are not chronological.  He came up with four columns in which he divided Genesis by the evidence that suggested different sources.  His proposal of the writing of Genesis is likened to a rope of different color strands wound together by one editor, and is referred to as the ‘old documentary hypothesis’. 


 About forty years after his work, attention turned from Genesis to the entire Pentateuch, and with the work of Alexander Geddes, Astruc’s proposal evolved and took on a new emphasis.  He proposed that the first six books of the Bible were written by an editor during Solomon’s reign who combined many different fragments from largely two sources called the ‘fragmentary hypothesis.’ The analogy is that the Pentateuch was linked together like a chain, with an editor gathering the various blocks of material that originally had nothing in common and arranging them as one narrative.  And again, in the mid 19th century, the proposal changed to the ‘supplementary hypothesis’, the idea that there was a base document used, and one editor who supplemented the main story with bits of information at various points.  This view is likened to a colored string broken in places to tie in bits of other colored string to produce one longer string with mainly one color.  Heirich Georg August Ewald was the primary scholar for this theory, but both the supplementary and fragmentary hypothesizes had little influence, and the Documentary Hypothesis shifted to the forefront of research once again. 


Three influential scholars, Graf, Vatke, and Wellhausen, held to the explanation of four distinct sources being combined into one, but modified the order and dating of these sources which became the “New Documentary Hypothesis.” The earliest source, J (Yahwistic, 840 BC), and the next source, E (Elohist, 700), contained much of Genesis and Exodus were combined by an editor whom Wellhausen designated the ‘Jehovist’.  Source D (Deut., 623), mostly Deuteronomy, was composed during the reign of Josiah and then expanded with narrative, legal, and homiletical material.  The final document, P (Preistly, 500-400), consisted of mainly Leviticus and Numbers, was composed as an independent narrative of the covenants with additional priestly legislation.  His conclusion included the view that even this compilation of sources underwent additional editorial modifications.  Consequently, this view of Pentateuch construction sees it as an exceptionally complex process.  This, keep in mind, was widely accepted by 1890 and has been the guiding theory throughout the 20th century.  


Though the widespread acceptance of this theory seems overwhelming, it is necessary to keep in mind that the weight of the Documentary Hypothesis rests on the ability of scholars to identify sources.  Other biblical scholars, some of whom are evangelical and some not, have pointed out that much of this theory is speculation. 

         First, those who adhere to the Documentary Hypothesis hold that original sources are split up according to distinctive vocabulary.  However, separating sections of the text by various divine names for God, which is one of their main arguments for sources, is not a reliable distinction.  Not only are Yahweh and Elohim not pure synonyms, they are not always used as though they were.  It is generally agreed by these biblical scholars that Yahweh refers to God’s proper name, and Elohim is the general term for God.  They are not freely interchangeable but have been shown that they are often used according to the character of the context.  Furthermore, these terms are not hard fast markers of the J E and P documents.  It has been noted that ‘Yahweh’ has been found in E and ‘Elohim’ in J (Biblical examples include: Gen. 5:29; 17:1; 15:1-6).  It is not appropriate then to draw lines between the sources based on these criteria.  Additionally, examples from Ancient Near Eastern literature indicate that it was typical to see the same God referred to by different names, which explains that it was customary for people to do this in this time period and offers a possible explanation.  Other examples of various names include Numbers 23:8, where the same God is referred to as Baal and Hadad, and Jonah 1:1-4, where reference to God includes 4 different names.  


Not only do scholars use names of God, but they include this technique when referring to geographical landmarks.  For example, the two names for the same city, Sinai and Horeb are used for evidence that there must have been two distinct sources present to account for this naming.  Yet again we have evidence that in the ancient near east different names were used to refer to the same cities; 5 names were used for Memphis and 3 names were used for Egypt.  Also, it is noted that Horeb refers to the broad region whereas Sinai is used for the smaller region within Horeb.  


Secondly, sources are determined by the presence of two stories that are told in two very similar or very different ways.  The existence of these doublets is an important factor in determining sources.  Here, we should note that whereas it would not be common in modern day writing techniques to repeat two stories within the same text to make a point, this was typical in Hebrew writing.  They enjoyed bringing out the similarities and differences that exist in the narrative.  Yet, the Documentary Hypothesis uses this criterion to apply sections of text to various sources.  One example that they use is Gen. 12 and 20, the two accounts of Abraham pretending that Sarah is his sister.  Yet Gen 21:2 suggests that one would have to have prior knowledge of Gen 12.  Thus it argues against the idea that these were from two different documents.  


Another possible explanation for the doublets in Scripture is theological reasons.  Two different stories could be told in a similar way to emphasize a theological point.  For example, the account of Lot and Sodom in Gen. 19 is strikingly similar to that of the Levite in Judges 19.  In both of these accounts the idea that the sin of the people has reached the lowest of lows is apparent, and perhaps was meant to highlight draw attention to this similar point.  


Sources are also determined by the apparent contradictions in Scripture.  However, often these instances can explained with a little thought.  For example, Gen. 11 says that Terah died when he was 205 years old in Haran.  This would make Abraham 135 yrs old at his Father’s death, but the objection is that Gen. 12 says that he leaves Haran when he was 74 yrs old.  Yet, notice that Gen.11 does not say he was still in Haran at the time of his Father’s death. In fact, this section of text is specifically giving the account of Terah, and it is not strange that the author would follow the events in his life, and leave out details in the life of his son.  Yet, this is the evidence on which DH supporters are defining sources. 


Furthermore, they have imposed a framework of the development of religion on the Pentateuch.  A recent theory that all religion goes through stages of development has compelled some scholars to view the books of the Pentateuch as having been composed during the natural, ethical, and religious stages.  


Overall, supporters are careless in that most of these techniques are modern conventions imposed on ancient texts with little basis for doing so.  Often the tendency is to conclude that there is contradiction anywhere in which it looks like contradiction.  Also, we must remember that there is no objective evidence in archeology or ancient near eastern texts to support multiple sources.  Supporters of the DH assume a “consistency in the avoidance of repetitions and contradictions that is unparalleled in the ANE [Ancient Near East], and ignores the possibility of the deliberate use of such features for aesthetic and literary purposes.”  As we have seen there are many other possible explanations that have not been considered in the documentary hypothesis.  Since it is so widely accepted, not many are concerned to question the methods used to reach its conclusions.  Here, I have outlined a few, and we have seen that they are hardly proof.  Be encouraged!  You have good reasons not to doubt that Moses was the author of the Pentateuch.     


--  Susan Subracko
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 “An Interview with Craig Blomberg”

theological.blogspot.com/2008/03/interview-with-craig-blomberg.html

March 26, 2008

The following is an interview with Craig Blomberg, Distinguished Professor of New Testament at Denver Seminary.

Can you tell us a bit about your own personal experience in coming to embrace the historical reliability of the gospels? Was there a period of time in your life when you seriously doubted the historical integrity of the gospel accounts?

I was raised in a fairly liberal branch of the old Lutheran Church in America, before the merger that created today’s ELCA. I vividly remember being very puzzled in confirmation class when I was taught/shown how the Synoptic accounts of the Last Supper contradicted each other as an illustration of how our doctrine of Scripture should focus on the main points and basic thoughts of the text but allow for contradictions in the details. Even in junior high, it seemed to me that there were plausible ways of combining the texts into a harmonious whole and seeing each as a partial excerpt of a larger narrative, but our pastor didn’t countenance that option.

In college, at an LCA school, all five of our religion department professors were ordained Lutheran ministers but not one of them believed that Jesus said or did more than a significant minority of the things attributed to him in the canonical gospels. Our Campus Crusade for Christ director on campus, however, pointed us to a lot of good literature that presented credible scholarly alternatives to the skeptical views on numerous subjects that the religion department promoted. Our college library also included quite a large volume of more conservative religious scholarship from a slightly older era because, until the 1960s it had housed a seminary as well as an undergraduate college, and the real move toward liberalism didn’t hit the Lutherans until the 1960s, just one decade before I was in college. So I realized that things weren’t nearly as cut and dried as I was being taught in class.

I also discovered that a disproportionate number of the more evangelical works of the 1970s, at least among those written in America, came from profs at Trinity in Deerfield, which is one of the main reasons I went there for seminary. That was a wonderful time as I encountered so many more credible responses to skeptical approaches that I had been interacting with in junior high, senior high, and college. And credible evangelical scholarship has only blossomed in pretty amazing quantities ever since.

One can easily find blogs and websites claiming that Jesus never existed. Even if we didn’t have the New Testament, what would we know about Jesus from non-Christian sources?

The best source here for a book-length answer is Robert van Voorst’s Jesus Outside the New Testament (Eerdmans, 2000). Here is my composite summary:

Jesus was a first-third of the first-century Jew, who lived in Israel, was born out of wedlock, whose ministry intersected with that of John the Baptist, who became a popular teacher and wonder-worker, who gathered particularly close disciples to himself, five of whom are named (though some of the names are a bit garbled), who consistently taught perspectives on the Law that ran afoul of the religious authorities’ interpretations, who was believed to be the Messiah, who was eventually crucified under Pontius Pilate, Roman procurator in Judea (which enables us to narrow the date for that event to somewhere between A.D. 26 and 36), and who was allegedly seen by many of his followers as bodily resurrected from the dead. Instead of dying out, the movement of his followers continued to grow with each passing decade and within a short period of time people were singing hymns to him as if he were a god.

What are some of the major categories of alleged gospel contradictions?

Theological distinctives, numerical discrepancies, similar events that may actually reflect separate episodes or teachings in his life, partial excerptings from longer events, approximations that would not have been seen as inaccurate by the standards of the day, occasional tensions with extra-biblical data, and the like.

Could you give us a couple of examples of alleged contradictions that have plausible solutions?

Did the centurion come to Jesus right off the bat and ask him for his servant to be healed (as in Matthew 8) or did he first send some Jewish elders as an embassy to ask on his behalf (as in Luke 7)?  Probably, the latter, since to act on behalf of another person could have been reported as acting oneself. We have the same convention when the media report that “the President today announced. . .” when in fact it was his press secretary.

Did the Sanhedrin condemn Jesus to be sent on to Pilate for execution during a nighttime trial (as in Luke) or first thing after dawn in the morning (as in Matthew and Mark). Probably both. It was illegal to come to a capital verdict at night, but in the flurry of events and eagerness of the authorities to do away with Jesus, it is hard to imagine them not beginning to interrogate him during the night and come to provisional conclusions. But to create the aura of legality, a quick rubber-stamp formal hearing involving the legal essentials, first thing in the morning, is equally likely.

Let me ask about one in particular, because it has been highlighted by Bart Ehrman as being decisive in his journey from evangelical to agnostic. It began, he says, after writing a graduate paper attempting to harmonize the fact that Mark 2:26 has Jesus saying that David entered the temple to eat the bread of the Presence in the days of Abiathar the high priest—but in point of fact, 1 Samuel 21 clearly says that Ahimelech was the high priest during this episode. How would you respond? Was Jesus mistaken?

The Greek here is very unusual. The construction is a two word prepositional phrase, epi Abiathar, which literally means “upon Abiathar.” Obviously, some kind of idiom is being used. One possibility is “in the days of A.” But in Mark 12:26, Mark uses the same construction, epi tou batou (literally, “upon the bush”) where most translations render it something like “in the account of the bush” or “in the passage about the bush”. This makes very good sense of Mark 2:26 as well. Jesus could very well have been saying, “in the account/passage about Abiathar.”

The next question, then, is what Jews in Jesus’ day would have considered an “account” or “passage.” We tend to think today in terms of fairly small chunks of text, but ancient Jews read all of the Torah annually straight through in weekly synagogue readings and the rest of the Old Testament in a triennial cycle of readings. To do so required multiple chapters to be read during worship each week. Each of these multiple-chapter accounts had names to help identify them, sometimes as short as one word. Often the names were the names of a key character in the text. Unfortunately no list of all the names used for the passages has survived. The only ones we know of are those that are mentioned sporadically in the rabbinic literature in the context of some other kind of discussion. But it is hardly implausible to imagine that Abiathar might have been the name given to a multiple-chapter segment of 1 Samuel that included chapter 21 and the details about Ahimelech, since Abiathar appears in the very next chapter of 1 Samuel and became the better remembered of the two figures in Jewish history. I might add that John Wenham set all of this out in a brief article in the Journal of Theological Studies way back in 1950.

Ehrman, in his introduction to Misquoting Jesus, tells the story of writing a paper at Princeton in which he defended a resolution to this problem, though he doesn’t tell us what it was. It wouldn’t surprise me if it was something along these lines, since the article would already have been well known when he was a student. Ehrman goes on to describe how it was his professor’s response (asking him why he did not just say that Mark made a mistake) that revolutionized his attitude toward Scripture. And it was all down hill for him from there.

There are a lot of things I would like to say in response to Ehrman’s autobiographical reflections. But I’ll limit myself here to saying two things. First, if one was prepared to abandon all pretense of Christian faith on the basis of one apparent error in Scripture, one’s faith must not have amounted to much in the first place. I have no problem with accepting as Christian the approach that allows for minor historical mistakes in the Bible but still acknowledges the main story line. That’s not the approach that I take, but I know far too many solid believers who do opt for such an approach to dismiss it as not an option for a genuine Christian. But second, I wonder what else made Ehrman reject his original paper and/or an approach like Wenham’s. I have yet to hear anyone give me a good reason why it is improbable.

Are there certain mistaken hermeneutical presuppositions made by conservative evangelicals that play into the hands of liberal critics?

Absolutely. And one of them follows directly from the last part of my answer to your last question. The approach, famously supported back in 1976 by Harold Lindsell in his Battle for the Bible (Zondervan), that it is an all-or-nothing approach to Scripture that we must hold, is both profoundly mistaken and deeply dangerous. No historian worth his or her salt functions that way. I personally believe that if inerrancy means “without error according to what most people in a given culture would have called an error” then the biblical books are inerrant in view of the standards of the cultures in which they were written. But, despite inerrancy being the touchstone of the largely American organization called the Evangelical Theological Society, there are countless evangelicals in the States and especially in other parts of the world who hold that the Scriptures are inspired and authoritative, even if not inerrant, and they are not sliding down any slippery slope of any kind. I can’t help but wonder if inerrantist evangelicals making inerrancy the watershed for so much has not, unintentionally, contributed to pilgrimages like Ehrman’s. Once someone finds one apparent mistake or contradiction that they cannot resolve, then they believe the Lindsells of the world and figure they have to chuck it all. What a tragedy!

The first edition of The Historical Reliability of the Gospels was published over 20 years ago, and I know that it has been instrumental for many in recovering a basic belief in the reliability of the gospel accounts. The following question might be difficult to answer, but could you give any generalizations about the ways in which perceptions have changed—positively and negatively—in the last 20 years, in the academy, in the pew, and in the marketplace of ideas?

I am very encouraged by most of the developments of the last twenty years. Scholars of all stripes far more often engage evangelical scholarship today than they did two decades ago. Whether or not they engage my book directly, they certainly engage many of the writings of the scholars I rely on most heavily. The so-called third quest of the historical Jesus, which really began in earnest in mid-1980s, continues unabated and is strikingly more optimistic about what we can recover from the canonical texts about the historical Jesus. It is a pity that what has dominated the average American’s attention during this period includes primarily the Jesus Seminar (during the 1990s) which was a largely non-representative and idiosyncratic slice of the scholarly world and now increasingly (during this decade) whatever makes it to the Internet rather than whatever represents the best scholarship even if available only in hard copy form.

The democratization of information that the Internet has created is a very mixed blessing. Without the peer-review process that academic publishers require, anybody can say anything, however, outrageously skewed or downright false, and far too many people read Internet publications far too gullibly. Indeed, if I hadn’t written the peer-reviewed works that I have that people can consult, they shouldn’t necessarily be believing me on this blog! Who knows whether I’d be telling the truth or not?

With regard to the marketplace of ideas, what can evangelicals be doing better to engage the culture on these issues? Evangelical scholars have done an outstanding job of producing top-notch books that defend truth. But what role, if any, do you see new media playing in the next phase of the defense of the faith?

Boy you’ve arranged these questions well. Each one seems to follow from the previous one! In my opinion, the answer has to be both-and. We must continue to publish peer-reviewed works, even if for awhile that still means they will not be Internet accessible. But we must co-operate with each other, even as you and I, Justin, are doing on this blogposting, so that people who ill-advisedly choose not to read anything that can’t be accessed with a split-second Internet connection will find solid scholarship disseminated, and popularized, in the media they are employing. An excellent, new example of this, to which I am contributing, is the brainchild of Darrell Bock at Dallas Seminary and is called Prime Time Jesus. It can be accessed at http://blog.bible.org/primetimeJesus/. A dozen North American evangelical historical Jesus scholars take turns posting blogs related to new developments in research and responding to new stories and media events that are making news. No one is overworked, we can all interact with each other, no one can pontificate idiosyncratically without some checks and balances, and anyone in the world can have quick access to the fruits of the best scholarship on this continent germane to the issues at hand.

Finally, what books are you currently working on?

Although my Jesus and the Gospels: An Introduction and Survey been in print for only eleven, rather than twenty, years, Broadman & Holman have asked me to do an updated version, which will, Lord willing, come out some time in 2009. Because the book, to my delight (and somewhat to my astonishment), has been widely adopted all around the world as a textbook, it is more crucial to keep it up-to-date. It won’t be revised nearly as much as Historical Reliability was, but all the literature and footnotes will be made much more current, small additional sections are being added, and the text is being reworded slightly in places where I realize that very recent scholarship requires it.

Thank you for your time, and for your many years of studying and writing in order to serve the church and to be a faithful witness.

You’re very welcome. Thank you for the invitation to participate in this blog.
On Dating The New Testament

By F. F. Bruce

This article may be found at alliancenet.org.

A brief note from the editors of Eternity magazine:

British New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce explains the methods used for dating the New Testament and stresses the importance of avoiding criteria that are too speculative and subjective.

Why are the dates of the books of the New Testament of such intense interest to Christians?

First of all, because the Christian faith, unlike other major religions, is not built merely on a set of religious or ethical ideals. Rather it is grounded in real historical events. The heart of the gospel is that God’s Son came into the world, suffered, died and rose again for our eternal salvation. If it can be shown that the New Testament was not compiled until several generations after Christ, the door would be left open for serious garbling of the facts or even outright manipulation.

Secondly, because the central fact of the Christian faith, the Incarnation—which defies human comprehension—demands solid historical support if it is to win the allegiance of sober-minded people.

“We beheld His majesty,” says the Apostle Peter. And we confess with him, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” But again, if our records of this pivotal event in human history cannot be trusted, our faith is vulnerable indeed.

We have therefore asked Dr. F. F. Bruce, gratefully remembered by college students of the last two decades for his New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? (Eerdmans, revised ed., 1965), to outline for Eternity readers the methods by which the books of the New Testament may be reliably dated. Eds.

The dating of ancient texts has developed into a sophisticated science in the course of the last two centuries. Dr. José O’Callaghan’s work on the fragments from cave 7 of the Qumran area recalls one of the criteria for dating documents: a work cannot be later in date than its earliest extant copy.

For the past century or so, New Testament critics have assumed a date of around A.D. 68 or later for Mark’s Gospel. Many scholars have also postulated a long-lost oral or written source for some of Mark’s basic material. But if O’Callaghan’s work holds up—and it really is too early to predict one way or the other—we will have strong evidence that Mark was in circulation in Palestine a whole generation earlier than anyone had imagined, and the suggestion of an earlier source would be pointless. The Gospel would be close enough to the events it records to stand on its own merits.

If O’Callaghan’s findings lead to a major revision of New Testament critical views, it will not be the first time that uncovered ancient texts or fragments have jolted the scholars. For example, when one of the first manuscript discoveries at Qumran in 1947 proved to be a copy of the book of Isaiah written in the first half of the second century B.C., that discovery conclusively demolished a theory that the portrayal of the Suffering Servant in Isa. 52:13-53:12 was based on the sufferings of Jewish martyrs in the days of the Maccabees. It also destroyed another theory which dated chapters 24-27 of Isaiah in the reign of John Hyrcanus (135-104 B.C.).

RYLANDS FRAGMENT OF JOHN DISPROVES LATE DATE

Again, when the Rylands fragment of John 18 was dated on paleographical grounds in the first half of the second century A.D., that proved at least that the Gospel of John could not have been composed in the second half of that century, as many scholars had insisted.

But, for the most part, the traditional view that the New Testament books were written in the first century by their purported authors (rather than “ghost-written” a century later by propagandists of the church) is not supported by such sensational finds. Texts and scraps of texts that have survived 2,000 years of weather and war are simply too far and few between. So we have to look for other criteria by which to date the New Testament.

One of the most useful is: a work must be dated sometime after the latest historical event to which it refers. Acts, for example, ends with a reference to Paul’s two years under house-arrest in Rome. Acts, therefore, was written after that period, not before it. Revelation refers to five “kings” who have fallen and to one who “is” at the time of speaking (Rev. 17:10). If, then, we can identify these “kings”—a big “if” but not, I think, an impossible one—we will have a criterion for dating at least this part of the book.

Paul’s Letters to the Corinthians were written after his evangelization of Corinth, and his evangelization of Corinth can be dated rather precisely; we have inscriptional evidence for the time of Gallio’s governorship of Achaia, which began while Paul was in Corinth. The Letters to the Corinthians, then, were written not earlier than A.D. 52.

Of course, an exception to this rule occurs in the case of prophetic material, which points to events which are still future at the time of writing. But even though genuine prophecy is earlier than the events it predicts, we can say that it will not be earlier than the events which it presup¬poses as its historical background.

Two major events of the second half of the first century, which help us date some of the New Testament books, are: the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 and the first outright attack by the Roman Empire on Christians in A.D. 64. As for the latter, it is easy to see that some New Testament documents reflect the period when the imperial representatives could be counted upon to protect the preachers of the gospel, while others reflect the period when the imperial power had be¬come a mortal menace to the church. We have only to compare Romans 13 with Revelation 13 to realize that the former is as clearly before A.D. 64 as the latter is clearly after that date.

In one New Testament document we see the change from the earlier situation taking place before our eyes. In I Pet. 3:13-14, the question is asked: “Now who is there to harm you if you are zealous for what is right?”—the implied answer being “No one.” But then the Apostle adds: “But even if you were to suffer for righteousness’ sake”—expressing this as a remote contingency. In the next chapter, however, what was a remote contingency has become an imminent certainty: the readers are prepared to meet a “fiery trial” in which they will “share Christ’s sufferings,” and the conditional clause “if one suffers as a Christian” is not expressed as something conceivable yet unlikely, but as something to be expected (1 Pet. 4:12-16). The date of I Peter is therefore, in my judgment, pin-pointed with unusual precision.

DATING FROM REFERENCES IN OTHER WORKS

Another criterion for dating a work is found in the earliest references to its existence in other works which can be dated. If, for example, we had no other means of dating 1 Corinthians, we should know that it was in existence by the time Clement of Rome’s letter to the Corinthians was written (i.e. about A.D. 96), for Clement quotes it. If we had no other means of dating the Gospel of John, we should know that it was in existence by the time Basilides quoted it about A.D. 130; or, if we lacked that, we would have Heracleon’s commentary on it a generation later. Indeed, Heracleon’s teacher, Valentinus, is credibly reported by Tertullian to have made reference to all the books in the New Testament canon, which would indicate that they were all in existence by A.D. 140.

A much more precarious criterion is the stage of the development of Christian doctrine and practice which the various documents presuppose. For example, some contemporary scholars recognize in certain New Testament documents a stage which they call “primitive catholicism,” marked by an increasing organization of church life and teaching, inimical to the apostolic emphasis on justification by faith and spiritual liberty. A document such as Ephesians, in which this tendency is detected, is on that score alone denied apostolic authorship by one influential school of thought.

We will avoid such dubious conclusions if we rely as far as possible on more objective criteria for dating the New Testament books. When this is done, it does not seem to make much difference whether the scholars engaged in the exercise are evangelical or not, For example, while many evangelical scholars continue quite happily to date the Gos¬pel of John in the 90s of the first century A.D., others, who have no particular evangelical reputation, are moved by its affinities with the Qumran texts to date it a few decades earlier.

As for the earliest of our Gospels, Mark, if it is a Roman Gospel (as I think), the crisis of A.D. 64 might have provided a suitable occasion for its publication. But my Manchester predecessor, T. W. Manson, was willing to push it back into the 50s, considering that a suitable occasion for its publication might have been the reconstitution of the church in Rome about A.D. 55, after its dispersion when Claudius banished the Roman Jews about A.D. 49.

This is getting quite close to Dr. O’Callaghan’s suggested date for this fragment. If I could agree with him in identifying the fragment as a piece of Mark’s Gospel, I should then be tempted to give my imagination free rein and suggest that this and other manuscripts in cave 7 were, somehow and some time, brought from Rome to Palestine in the jar found in that cave on which the Hebrew or Aramaic word for “Rome” is written twice.

But that admittedly would be both speculative and subjective—a far cry from the objective criteria I have advocated in this article!

* * * * * *

Dr. Bruce [was] professor of biblical criticism and exegesis at the University of Manchester, England, and [was] a consulting editor of Eternity. He is author of The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable?, Second Thoughts on the Dead Sea Scrolls (Eerdmans), and numerous other books and articles.

F.F. Bruce, “On Dating the New Testament,” Eternity 23 (June 1972): 32-33.

Dating The Documents Of The New Testament
	Book
	Approx. Date of Original

	Earliest MSS Evidence


	Matthew
	60’s
	P64 & P67 (late 2nd C.); P45 (c. 200-250)

	Mark
	Late 50’s/Early 60’s
	P45 (c. 200-250)

	Luke
	Early 60’s but before Acts
	P75
 (A.D. 175-225); P4 (late 2nd C.);

P45 (c. 200-250)

	John
	c. 80-95
	P52
 (c. 125); P75 (A.D. 175-225); 

P45 (c. 200-250); P66 (c. 200)

	Acts
	Early to Mid 60’s
	P45 (c. 200-250); P74 (7th C.)

	Romans
	c. 57
	P46 (c. 200)

	1 Corinthians
	55
	P46 (c. 200)

	2 Corinthians
	56
	P46 (c. 200)

	Galatians
	c. 48
	P46 (c. 200)

	Ephesians
	Early 60’s
	P46 (c. 200)

	Philippians
	Late 50’s/Early 60’s
	P46 (c. 200)

	Colossians
	Late 50’s/Early 60’s
	P46 (c. 200)

	1 Thessalonians
	c. 50
	P46 (c. 200)

	2 Thessalonians
	c. 50
	P46 (c. 200)

	1 Timothy
	Mid 60’s
	(
 (4th C.)

	2 Timothy
	Mid 60’s
	( (4th C.)

	Titus
	Mid 60’s
	( (4th C.)

	Philemon
	Late 50’s/Early 60’s
	( (4th C.)

	Hebrews
	60’s
	P46 (c. 200)

	James
	Mid 40’s
	( (4th C.); P74 (7th C.)

	1 Peter
	Early 60’s
	P72 (3rd C.); P74 (7th C.)

	2 Peter
	Late 60’s
	P72 (3rd C.); P74 (7th C.)

	1 John
	Late 80’s/Early 90’s
	( (4th C.); P74 (7th C.)

	2 John
	Late 80’s/Early 90’s
	( (4th C.); P74 (7th C.)

	3 John
	Late 80’s/Early 90’s
	( (4th C.); P74 (7th C.)

	Jude
	B/w 65-80
	P72 (3rd C.); P74 (7th C.)

	Revelation
	Mid 90’s
	P47 (c. 250-299); P115 (Late 3rd/ Early 4th C.)


Manuscript evidence for the 

New Testament
  
There are presently 5,686 Greek manuscripts in existence today for the New Testament. If we were to compare the number of New Testament manuscripts to other ancient writings, we find that the New Testament manuscripts far outweigh the others in quantity.

	Author
	Date

Written
	Oldest MSS
	Approximate Time Span between  original & copy
	Number of Copies

	Pliny
	61-113 A.D.
	 850 A.D.
	750 yrs
	7

	Plato
	427-347 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1200 yrs
	7

	Demosthenes
	4th Cent. B.C.
	1100 A.D.
	800 yrs
	8

	Herodotus
	480-425 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1300 yrs
	8

	Suetonius
	75-160 A.D.
	950 A.D.
	800 yrs
	8

	Thucydides
	460-400 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1300 yrs
	8

	Euripides
	480-406 B.C.
	1100 A.D.
	1300 yrs
	9

	Aristophanes
	450-385 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1200 yrs
	10

	Caesar
	100-44 B.C.
	900 A.D.
	1000 yrs
	10

	Livy
	59 BC-AD 17
	300 A.D.
	300 yrs
	20

	Tacitus
	circa 100 A.D.
	1100 A.D.
	1000 yrs
	20

	Aristotle
	384-322 B.C.
	1100 A.D.
	1400 yrs
	49

	Sophocles
	496-406 B.C.
	1000 A.D.
	1400 yrs
	193

	Homer (Iliad)
	900 B.C.
	400 B.C.
	500 yrs
	643

	New

Testament
	1st Cent. A.D. (50-100 A.D.)
	2nd Cent. A.D.

 (c. 130 A.D. f.);

Oldest complete MSS, 4th C.
	less than 100 yrs;

200 yrs
	5600


As you can see, there are thousands more New Testament Greek manuscripts than any other ancient writing….  In addition there are over 19,000 copies in the Syriac, Latin, Coptic, and Aramaic languages as well as over a million quotations from the church fathers.
  The total New Testament manuscript base is over 24,000. 

Furthermore, another important piece of information is the fact that we have a fragment of the gospel of John that dates back to around 34 years after the original writing. If we date John’s gospel to c. 95 A.D., which is widely recognized as the latest gospel, then it means all the gospels were written between the early 50’s (Matthew, c. 60; Mark, c. 50; Luke, c. 60) and mid 90’s (John, c. 85-95) of the 1st Century. This means the four gospels along with the rest of the New Testament was written 20 to 70 years after the life of Jesus, which is within the lifetime of eyewitnesses to Jesus’ life, death and resurrection (re: 1 Cor. 

15:6; 1 John 1:1-3). 

	Important

Manuscript

Papyri
	Contents
	Date Original Written
	MSS

Date
	Approx.

Time Span
	Location

	p52
(John Rylands

Fragment) 
	John 18:31-33,37-38
	c. 96 A.D.
	circa

130

A.D.
	34 yrs
	John Rylands Library, Manchester, England

	P46 

(Chester Beatty Papyrus)
	Rom. 5:17-6:3,5-14; 8:15-25, 27-35, 37-9:32; 10:1-11, 22, 24-33, 35-14:8,9-15:9, 11-33; 16:1-23, 25-27; Heb.; 1 & 2 Cor., Eph., Gal., Phil., Col.; 1 Thess. 1:1,9-10; 2:1-3; 5:5-9, 23-28
	50's-70's
	circa

200

A.D.
	Approx.

150 yrs
	Chester Beatty Museum, Dublin & Ann Arbor, Michigan, University of Michigan library

	P66 

(Bodmer Papyrus)
	John 1:1-6:11,35-14:26; fragment of 14:29-21:9
	c. 96 A.D.
	circa

200

A.D.
	Approx.

105 yrs
	Cologne, Geneva

	P67 
	Matt. 3:9,15; 5:20-22, 25-28
	60’s 
	circa

200

A.D.
	Approx.

135 yrs
	Barcelona, Fundacion San Lucas Evangelista, P. Barc.1


Below is a chart with some of the oldest extant New Testament manuscripts compared to when they were originally written.  Compare these time spans with the next closest which is Homer's Iliad where the closest copy from the original is 500 years later.  For the New Testament, the closest copies date from 34 to 150 years after the originals. The point of the comparison is to show the relatively short time span from original writing to extant manuscripts.

The point of the two charts included in this document is to show the substantial historical data in favor of the historical reliability of the New Testament documents, especially in comparison to other ancient documents. On historical grounds, we have much more reason to affirm the historical reliability of the New Testament than we do for any other ancient document.

[Charts courtesy of Rev. Will Spokes of RUF at Duke University.]

“The Four Gospels as Authentic Testimony:  An Interview

with Richard Bauckham”  Modern Reformation

Richard Bauckham is professor of New Testament studies and Bishop Wardlaw Professor at the University of St. Andrews, Scotland.  He recently wrote Jesus and The Eyewitnesses:  The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (Eerdmans).
We have the great privilege of interviewing Richard Bauckham to talk about his book, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (Eerdmans, 2006). First of all, can we really get to first-century events through the documents that we have?

In my book I argue that the Gospels are very close to the way the eyewitnesses of the history of Jesus told their stories and reported his sayings. One of the Gospels, John, is actually written by an eyewitness and the others are close to the eyewitness testimony. The argument of the book is that we get about as close to Jesus as we can, that we can trust the Gospels. It's an argument against the feeling around at the moment that the Gospels are not reliable. A lot of people have the idea that in order to find the historical Jesus, we have to dig behind the Gospels and rely on historians. The Gospels, however, are the best access we have to Jesus. The testimony in them comes firsthand from people who participated in the events and those deeply affected by the events. They do not give us mere facts; they give us interpretation, the significance of what they've experienced. Historians in the ancient world valued eyewitness testimony; they thought one could only write history within living memory of the events-either one had been an eyewitness or else interviewed eyewitnesses of the events. At least three of the Gospels were written around the time that the eyewitnesses must have been dying off.

Hence Luke's sense of urgency?

That's right. The argument of my book is that the eyewitnesses not only told their own stories at the beginning and created the oral tradition that then continued, but that the eyewitnesses were there right through that period, as long as they lived. I think they would have been regarded as the sources and, in a way, the guarantors of the tradition, those who were faithfully preserving the tradition. In terms of current New Testament scholarship, my book is putting the eyewitnesses back into the picture.

What makes these eyewitness reports distinct from other eyewitness reports of supposedly miraculous events in other religions and the mythological proportions that the Greek and Roman wars take on? What makes these eyewitness reports have a ring of truth about them?

A number of things. It is important that these are reports within living memory. The ancients themselves distinguished between the sort of history that was going way back into history, which they never thought was reliable-unless, of course, you're repeating what an eyewitness had written at that time; but generally speaking it's contemporary history that counts. Readers of the Gospels would have expected that. They would have been disappointed if it turned out that the Gospels were not written by eyewitnesses or had not transmitted eyewitness testimony. In the ancient world, it was a normal part of reading and writing literature. If you compare the Gospels with other writings of history and biography of the time, you'll find that so many of the characters were common people or even people at the bottom of the social heap. Most ancient biography and history were about the top people, the elite, the top two percent-rulers, aristocrats, the wealthy. Common people hardly make an appearance in other Greek and Roman biographies and histories. In the Gospels, we're close to witnesses who were in the crowd; they were with Jesus. They weren't someone sitting in the governor's office who heard about Jesus; they're the sort of people Jesus mixed with, which makes a difference.

Who wouldn't have had anything to gain politically or economically by their testimony.

Exactly. The use of names in the Gospels is interesting because there are names you wouldn't expect. You'd expect famous people like Pontius Pilate and the major disciples of Jesus (Peter, Mary Magdalene); but if you look at those who were healed and who encountered Jesus in some way or another, there are dozens and dozens of them in the Gospels. Remember Mark's story (Mark 10:46-52) of the blind beggar Bartimaeus where Jesus restores his sight? Why is Bartimaeus named and a whole lot of other people who are healed by Jesus are not? I think it must be because Bartimaeus was well known in the early Christian community and that he went around telling his own story. I find this illuminating. Bartimaeus probably had only a few stories about Jesus to tell; but as this story was incredibly important to him, he'd tell it to everyone he met.

Do we have external corroborating evidence that lends credibility to these eyewitness reports?

While we don't have evidence of the events that they're recording, we do know a great deal about early first-century Jewish Palestine. The gospels are full of details about places, people, religious groups, and controversies. One way of verifying that the Gospels are credible is from this geographical-historical context, which is actually one of the most important historical methods of confirming testimony. The term "testimony" implies that we can't actually verify independently everything the witness says. The whole point of a witness is that they tell you something you don't know yourself; but what you can do is assess witnesses as either trustworthy or untrustworthy. This was the case in the ancient world and it's the case still today that if someone tells us something and they're not a reliable source, we doubt them. It's what happens in a court of law: you assess which witness is trustworthy and then you believe what he or she says. Testimony asks to be trusted.

The idea is a nonstarter that we have to go through every little piece of tradition in the Gospels and verify each one-which a lot of Gospel scholarship has been trying to do for the last century. We don't have the resources to verify each saying of Jesus one by one and decide whether they're authentic or not. The way to go about it is through the ordinary historical method of looking for ways in which we can verify the trustworthiness of the source rather than everything the source says. This truth to the context-correspondence to the historical context at the time in which the stories are set-is a key method that Gospel scholars have neglected because they've been going with other incredibly difficult tasks, like a Jesus seminar when they vote on each saying of Jesus, each story about Jesus, and come out with red, gray, or black. It's not the right way to go about it. What I'm trying to argue in the book is that there is good reason to suppose that these Gospel texts conform very closely to Jesus and, that being so, I think there's good reason for trust-unless there's evidence to make us think they're untrustworthy. The burden of proof lies on those who decide these are not trustworthy witnesses.

You mention the author of John's Gospel as an eyewitness. That goes against a lot of New Testament scholarship, doesn't it? Isn't John supposed to be the latest Gospel?

It is, and I think it's the latest of the four because there's good reason to think that the author outlived most of the other disciples. That doesn't, of course, mean that he wrote the Gospel all at the end of his life when he was an old man. I do put it late in the first century, but it's the one Gospel that I think was actually written by an eyewitness. The Gospel of John actually claims that. It says: "This is the disciple." That's the disciple who appeared anonymously in the Gospel and was called the disciple that Jesus loved. It says, "This disciple testifies to these things and has written them" (John 21:24). There have been attempts to ignore the obvious meaning of that sentence, but it doesn't work linguistically; it can't mean anything other than that this disciple was the author of the Gospel. So, either that's a pretense or we have here firsthand eyewitness testimony. The reason many scholars are reluctant to go with that is the considerable differences between the Fourth Gospel and the other three Gospels; and anything one says about the Fourth Gospel in terms of how it originated has to account for the differences. Why is John so different? One of the keys is that the beloved disciple moved in a circle of disciples different from the circles of the other three Gospels. The people who appear by name in the Fourth Gospel are disciples of Jesus; some of them are much more prominent in the Fourth Gospel (Philip and Thomas, Martha and Mary), and some of them appear only in the Fourth Gospel (Nathaniel, Nicodemus, Lazarus). The indications here are that we're in touch with someone, probably a Jerusalem resident; he knows the disciples of Jesus in and around Jerusalem. It's a different circle and so we have different stories. The other difference is it's a much more reflective and interpretative Gospel. Here we have an author who over the course of his life has reflected long and hard on the meaning of the events he experienced. It's entirely credible that an eyewitness should do that. I think John thought that because he was close to Jesus, he was in a good position not only to recount the stories, but also to reflect on the meaning of the stories.

How much of the criticism of your argument is that there is so much theological interpretation that it represents Jesus Christ as God incarnate? Is there a bias in New Testament scholarship against that which claims Jesus is God as being of earliest significance?

I think there is. Many New Testament scholars work with a picture whereby the early Christians' view of Jesus started as an ordinary human being-not an ordinary human being because he's the Messiah, but a human being-and that there was a development during the period of the New Testament that culminates in John's Gospel, which is the highest Christology we have in the Gospels. It must be the result of a development that started much lower down in terms of its view of Jesus. That's completely wrong. I think the early Christians started with an extremely high view of Jesus, the meaning of which was then worked out and developed. The key is that these are the reflections on the historical Jesus-things that Jesus said and did, the meaning of which has been drawn out in John's Gospel more than in the others; although the other Gospels also interpret Jesus and also have a high Christology. John, by writing the sort of Gospel that he has, left himself space to reflect and bring out the meaning of Jesus' words and deeds at some length.

What do we do with those who claim that Jesus never existed at all, that the New Testament documents have been fabricated out of whole cloth?

It's worth saying that there is a very, very small minority of people who say that. Most historians, who may not be Christians at all and may not have Christian faith in Jesus, would accept as one of the basic facts of ancient history that Jesus existed. It's not as though all our evidence for Jesus comes from Christian sources. We have Greek and Roman sources that refer to Jesus; the historians Tacitus (AD 56-117) and Suetonius (AD 69/75- c. 130) refer briefly to Jesus, and we also have Jewish traditions that may be independent of the Gospels that say a few things about Jesus. It's probably more impressive simply to look at the rapid growth of the Christian movement, on what everybody agrees was going on in the second century. It seems unlikely that a purely legendary figure could have had that effect; or, indeed, if they were setting out to invent the Gospels out of nothing, why do we come up with these Gospels? Why do we come up against a Jesus who fits so well into the time and place in which the Gospels put him? The evidence for that is mounting all the time, because we know more and more about Judaism and other features of early first-century society in Jewish Palestine. I think it's unlikely that someone making it up would get it right in that respect.

You've written a great deal about eyewitnesses and the various names you find in the New Testament. Could the geographical places Jesus went-such as Caesarea Philippi and Bethsaida (which changed to Julius)-help to accurately date the time?

Yes, we can say that. John's Gospel, interestingly enough, has the most precise topographical references. Some of them have been debated and for some of them we don't have the evidence, but it's not too unlikely that someone who knew the time and place would know about some places that are lost to us. There is the geographical coherence with what we know of Palestine at that time.

Why are there four Gospels presented in the New Testament? Weren't there additional gospels that were subverted? The hypothesis has gone out there that the church suppressed many other gospels and left only the four that presented Jesus as divine. What's wrong with that thesis?

Part of it depends on too hierarchical a view of the process, as though there were councils of bishops who were doing this. I think the canon of the four Gospels must have been happening as a grassroots process in the early church. If you think about what went on in early Christian worship-they were reading Christian writings alongside Old Testament Scripture-they would have had to decide which gospels were suitable for this use. By the end of the second century, there were a lot of gospels around and the mainstream church had to make decisions. The four Gospels had an established authority as the gospels that could be trusted to report the teaching of Jesus and the apostles. At that stage, the church tested these other gospels against the criterion of the four Gospels and they came out very differently. So the church had to make some such decisions faced with a huge variety of gospel literature. They couldn't all be true.

The Gnostic gospels are different sorts of literature-huge religious differences, but huge historical differences as well. Unlike the four Gospels, the Gnostic gospels are not interested in historical details; their Jesus is a purely mythic figure who teaches revelation from the other world. This means that their Jesus is a different kind of figure, which is one of the key elements in the church's sifting through these works and coming up with Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John as the four authentic ones.

What are some of the other ways that the Gnostic gospels are different from the traditional four Gospels?

The New Testament Gospels are biographical-they tell the story of Jesus. The Gnostic gospels don't do this at all. The typical form of a Gnostic gospel is set after Jesus' resurrection; Jesus appears to a group of the disciples and imparts esoteric teaching to them. It's teaching additional to the teaching Jesus had given the disciples before the crucifixion, which the Gnostics say was secretly imparted to a small group or sometimes to one favored disciple after the resurrection-mythical stuff dealing with heavenly beings, emanations of one world from another; all working around the basic Gnostic myth that this world is a terrible place, material, evil. The world, therefore, must have been created by an evil and bungling creator God who made a mess of it and, in any case, was ill-intentioned; and the true God, the high God, is not that creator of the world, but is beyond that. Jesus' mission is from that high God to enlighten the Gnostics as to who they really are and the fact that they belong in that other world. "Gnostic" is related to the Greek word gnosis meaning knowledge; it's special knowledge that Jesus gives by no means to everybody, but to the select few that belong in the other world.

And so these gospels don't mention fulfilled prophecy from the Jewish Old Testament, or they don't mention the name of God?

The Gnostics regard the God of the Old Testament, the God of Israel, as this evil sub-god, the creator of the world, not the true God. They have no time for connection with the story of Israel, unlike our four Gospels, which all make close connections with the Old Testament story of Israel and see themselves as reporting the culmination of the history of Israel in Jesus; Jesus is the one who fulfills all the prophecies, all the hopes of Israel in the Old Testament. The Gnostics cut all those connections. Their Jesus is a radically different figure who comes out of nowhere with a message that has had no preparation for it, so they would never cite Old Testament Scripture as fulfilled by Jesus-all that belongs to this evil material world, from which the Gnostic desire is to simply escape.

Do you think Christians in our day have failed in their task to adequately explain the historical reliability of the New Testament, and that they portray belief as just a matter of the will-here's inerrancy, you should just believe this-rather than giving people evidences or arguments for that?

Yes, I don't think that approach is true for the Gospels themselves, particularly if you look at Luke's preface to his Gospel, which is written the way ancient historians wrote prefaces to their historical works (it uses the same kind of terminology and claims about deriving from eyewitness testimony). Luke thinks that Theophilus, the patron for whom he writes the Gospel, would have expected it to go on to many other readers. He expects them to value what he's saying because of its historical credibility, because it's based in eyewitness testimony, because it fits with whatever they know about history. The first readers would have read them with expectations of a contemporary biography written within living memory of the subject. They would have expected this to be based on good sources. Early Christians would not have accepted these as documents dropped from heaven. They would have expected them to be rooted in history, written and compiled with care by people sensitive to whether the traditions were reliable or not. We have the opportunity to explain that to people, partly because we actually do know so much more about Jewish Palestine of the period in which the Gospels are set; the Dead Sea scrolls are an example people know; there's lots of archaeology and all kinds of evidence. We can describe the context of Jesus accurately now and we can see whether the Gospels fit that context. One thing we can do well, if we have access to the sources, is to root the Gospels in history.

Do you think one of the reasons for this lack of attention in our day is because modern Christians are more into subjective experience of religion rather than the objective and historical rootedness of the Christian faith?

There is a postmodern climate that is terribly relativist and for which what matters is the attitude of, "If that works for you, fine; something else works for me," and a disregard, therefore, for truth. On the other hand, when these Gnostic gospels receive publicity, people think, "Maybe the gospel of Judas is the one that's about the real Jesus." At that point, people actually want some solid historical ground. Modern culture is quite contradictory on this. There's the strong experiential pull toward what works for me, but there's also this basic desire to know the historical facts. Christians have the opportunity to bring those two things together. It's not that the Gospels are non-experiential and it's certainly not that it makes no difference to us. The whole point of it is that we experience salvation and come to know Jesus, the God of Jesus, through the Gospels. It's an experience rooted in what God has objectively done in history. These two views have flown apart in the postmodern climate and neither of them makes much sense on their own. It's when you bring them together that you have a credible way of seeing the world and experiencing whatever there is to find of authentic religious experience.

Do you see a conservative drift in New Testament scholarship?

That's a difficult question. There is certainly a polarization in New Testament scholarship, but it's a much more American phenomenon. Scholarship-evangelical, conservative, more liberal, whatever terms you use-is not so polarized in Britain, where people recognize the scholarly credentials of those with whom they disagree and yet still participate in conversation. My impression of the New Testament scholarly world in America is that people read what is written by those with whom they're going to agree, and that they are often quite contemptuous of others. I don't think that's a climate in which to do good scholarship.
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THE GNOSTICS AND JESUS

BY TIM KELLER, Redeemer Report, March 2004

For some months I have been getting questions about the "Gnostic gospels" and The Da Vinci Code, so it seems right to give readers of this newsletter a bit of guidance. This is by no means a definitive response or analysis—it is more like pastoral counsel— but I hope it will clear up a few things.

The Gnostics’ Jesus

In 1945 a red earthenware jar was found buried near Nag Hammadi, a town in upper Egypt.  Within thirteen papyrus books dating from A.D.350 were discovered. The writings were  those of believers in the philosophy/religion of gnosticism. Gnosticism is heavily influenced  by the Hellenistic understanding that the material world is evil and the spirit is good.  Gnostics believed that the ultimate supreme God did not create the world, but rather a lesser god, a ‘demiurge,’ created the world poorly and imperfectly. The result was a material world filled with decay, weakness, and death. But Gnostics believed that human beings, though locked in this material body, have a spark of the higher spiritual reality within. This spark, if fanned into a flame, can liberate us and help us evolve back into spiritual perfection. This happens through a process of self-discovery, in which you discover your divine identity, you separate from the world by ‘stripping off’ the consciousness of the physical body, and you finally experience the kingdom of light, peace, and life.

The writings of Gnosticism were much wider than the Nag Hammadi texts, but what makes the NH texts different is that, as Craig Blomberg writes, they use the purported conversations of Jesus with his disciples as "little more than an artificial framework for imparting Gnostic doctrine." (The Historical Reliability of the Gospels, p.208) The most well known of these Gnostic-Jesus texts include "The Gospel of Thomas," the "Apocryphon of James," The Gospel of Phillip" and "The Gospel of Truth." 

The teachings of the gnostics’ Jesus flatly contradicts the Jesus of the Bible. The Gnostic-Jesus says, "When you come to know yourselves... you will realize that it is you who are the sons of the living father. But if you will not know yourselves, you dwell in poverty." (Thomas-3) This reflects the Gnostic concept that self-consciousness of one’s own divinity (rather than a new awareness of sinfulness and need) is the first step to salvation. The Gnostic-Jesus also says, "When you disrobe yourselves and are not ashamed, and take your garments and lay them beneath your feet like little children, and tread upon them, then [shall ye see] the Son of the living One, and ye shall not fear." (Thomas-37) This and the other ‘undressing’ saying (Thomas-21) urges us to ‘disrobe,’ to trample underfoot and despise the physical nature. 

The most interesting statement of all is Thomas-71 where the Gnostic-Jesus says: "I will destroy this house and no one will be able to rebuild it." This is a clear contradiction of Jesus’ saying in John 2 that though others would destroy his body, he would be resurrected. This reflects the gnostic disdain for the very idea of the resurrection. Since, in their view, the material world is an evil thing we must be freed from, the bodily resurrection is completely rejected. According to the gnostics, Jesus was not raised bodily, and neither will we be.

Lost Gospels?

Helmut Koester of Harvard has argued that the Nag Hammadi Gnostic-Jesus texts were written very early, almost as early as the Biblical gospels themselves. And Elaine Pagels, who did a doctorate under Koester at Harvard, has popularized this view in The Gnostic Gospels and the more recent Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas. 

But this is very much a minority view across the field of scholarship. N.T. Wright says, "It has long been the received wisdom among students of early Christianity that the Gospel of Thomas...found at Nag Hammadi...is a comparatively late stage in the development of Christianity." (New Testament and the People of God, p.436) The great majority of scholars believe the Gnostic-Jesus texts to have been written 100-200 years after the Biblical gospels, which all were written within the first 30-60 years after Jesus’ death. Why this consensus? 

As N.T. Wright points out in The Resurrection of the Son of God, the early Christians were all Jews. Jews had a thoroughly different world-view than that of the Greeks or the gnostics. They believed firmly that this material world was made good (see Genesis1) and that despite sin God was going to renew it and resurrect our bodies (Daniel 12:1-2.) Jews had no hope (or concept) of disembodied souls living apart from the body. What does this mean? We know from the Pauline letters, some written only 13 years after Jesus’ death, that all the early Christians claimed to have met Jesus and that he was still alive. But it would have been impossible for Jewish believers to claim "Jesus is alive" without also believing he was raised physically from the dead. 

Helmut Koester and others posit that the first Christians believed, as the gnostics, that Jesus was only ‘spiritually risen’ and decades later the idea of a bodily resurrection developed. But N.T. Wright shows that Christianity could never have arisen as a movement among Jews unless the original believers knew Jesus had been raised bodily from the dead. This means in turn that the attempt to create a Gnostic-Jesus must have been much later. The writings could not have represented an early but repressed true version of Jesus-faith. Wright asks: "Which Roman emperor would persecute anyone for reading the Gospel of Thomas [since it so closely reflected Greek thinking]?....It should be clear that the talk about a spiritual ‘resurrection’ in the sense used by [the gnostic writings] could not be anything other than a late, drastic modification of Christian language." (Resurrection, p.550.) There is far, far more that could be said in criticism of the thesis that the Gnostic- Jesus is older than the Biblical Jesus. But I’ll stop here.

The Da Vinci Code and Misogyny

The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown has become a best seller and, though it purports to be nothing but fiction, it takes up the basic ideas of The Gnostic gospels makes them the premise of the story. The story assumes that Jesus was not resurrected and did not claim to be God, but rather married Mary Magdalene. His true, original teachings are found in the gnostic writings. The Biblical gospels were written later and the original truth of Jesus’ life and teaching was repressed by the church.  

What can I say? It’s only a novel —so how can you criticize it? It tries to make the case that the Gnostic-Jesus was the one who lived, not the real Jesus. But as we showed, the scholarly world sees very little evidence that this is the case. There are plenty of other incongruities and oddities about The Da Vinci Code, but I’ll just mention one. The story lifts up the Gnostic gospels as the "truth" and depicts the church as a repressive regime that wants to hide the importance of Mary Magdalene as one of the early disciples. This gives the impression that the gnostic gospels are more pro-women than the Bible or traditional theology. 

But the last saying in the Gospel of Thomas is far more misogynist than anything found in the Bible. Simon Peter said to them: Let Mary go forth from among us, for women are not worthy of the life. Jesus said: Behold, I shall lead her, that I may make her male, in order that she also may become a living spirit like you males. For every woman who makes herself male shall enter into the kingdom of heaven. (Thomas-114) This saying reflects the low view of women in the Gnostic philosophy. It is ironic that the author of the Da Vinci Code thinks the Gnostic- Jesus was friendlier to women.

No changed lives

Thirty years ago when we were in seminary my wife and I (like all graduate students of Bible and theology) studied the Gnostic writings. A simple reading of the texts shows they reflect a vastly different world-view than that of the Bible. Even young seminary students could see it was an effort of a different religion to co-opt Jesus—and the effort failed miserably. That is a historical fact. Few took the Gnostic-Jesus seriously. There was no explosive movement of changed lives that resulted from these writings as like that with resulted from the proclamation of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. And there won’t be any explosion of changed lives today.

In the end, the proof of the pudding is in the eating, as the old proverb says. The Gnostic-Gospels fail in their fundamental definition —they are not gospels, good news. Instead of being the declaration of what God has done to accomplish salvation FOR us, they are just the same old same old—a rehash of self improvement techniques and (sometimes) good advice about ethical living. This is NOT the good news that transforms lives. It is merely, like all other religions besides the true Gospel, a do-it-yourself- salvation based on teachings which must be obeyed in order to reach enlightenment. Nothing could be farther from the true Gospel, the news that Jesus, by his life and death, has actually SAVED us and given us new life, free for the taking.

“The Historical Reliability of the Gospels”

Adapted from Stuart Latimer, Jr., former

RUF Campus Minister, Vanderbilt University

For further study in this area:

Easy:

F.F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents:  Are They Reliable?
Intermediate:
Craig Blomberg,  The Historical Reliability of the Gospels
Craig Blomberg,  Jesus and the Gospels
Advanced:
H. Ridderbos, Redemptive History and the New Testament Scriptures

The point of this talk is not to establish that the Gospels are inspired by God, but to establish that they are historically reliable.  The general public assumes that there are many errors in the Gospels and that the Gospels are generally unreliable as history.  Partly this is due to the efforts of the Jesus Seminar (see below), partly because of urban myth, partly because of popularized renditions of questionable scholarship such as The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown, #1 on the NY Times best-seller list for 47 weeks (6.5 million sold). The “scholarship” in this book is fringe at best – laughable is the best description.  However the basic claims are attractive to many people:


“And everything you need to know about the Bible can be summed up by the great canon doctor Martyn Percy.”  Teabing cleared his throat and declared, “The Bible did not arrive by fax from heaven.”


“I beg your pardon.”


“The Bible is a product of man, my dear. Not of God.  The Bible did not fall magically from the clouds.  Man created it as a historical record of tumultuous times, and it has evolved through countless translations, additions, and revisions.  History has never had a definitive version of the book.”


“Okay.”


“Jesus Christ was a historical figure of staggering influence, perhaps the most enigmatic and inspirational leader the world has ever seen.  As the prophesied Messiah, Jesus toppled kings, inspired millions, and founded new philosophies.  As a descendant of the lines of King Solomon and King David, Jesus possessed a rightful claim to the throne of the King of the Jews.  Understandably, His life was recorded by thousands of followers across the land. . . . More than eighty gospels were considered for the New Testament, and yet only a relative few were chosen for inclusion—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John among them.”


“Who chose which gospels to include?” Sophie asked.


“Aha!” Teabing burst in with enthusiasm.  “The fundamental irony of Christianity!  The Bible, as we know it today, was collated by the pagan Roman emperor Constantine the Great.”

……..

“My dear,” Teabing declared, “until that moment in history [the Council of Nicea – AD 325], Jesus was viewed by His followers as a mortal prophet. . . . a great and powerful man, but a man nonetheless.  A mortal.”  

“Not the Son of God?”  

“Right,” Teabing said.  “Jesus’ establishment as ‘the Son of God’ was officially proposed and voted on by the Council of Nicaea.”


“Hold on.  You’re saying Jesus’ divinity was the result of a vote?”


“A relatively close vote at that,” Teabing added.  “Nonetheless, establishing Christ’s divinity was critical to the further unification of the Roman empire and to the new Vatican power base.  By officially endorsing Jesus as the Son of God, Constantine turned Jesus into a deity who existed beyond the scope of the human world, an entity whose power was unchallengeable.  This not only precluded further pagan challenges to Christianity, but now the followers of Christ were able to redeem themselves only via the established sacred channel—the Roman Catholic Church. . . . It was all about power. Christ as Messiah was critical to the functioning of Church and state.  Many scholars claim that the early Church literally stole Jesus from His original followers, hijacking His human message, shrouding it in an impenetrable cloak of divinity, and using it to expand their own power.  I’ve written several books on the topic.”


“And I assume devout Christians send hate mail on a daily basis?”


“Why would they?”  Teabing countered.  “The vast majority of educated Christians know the history of their faith.  Jesus was indeed a great and powerful man.  Constantine’s underhanded political maneuvers don’t diminish the majesty of Christ’s life.  Nobody is saying Christ was a fraud, or denying that He walked the earth and inspired millions to better lives.  All we are saying is that Constantine took advantage of Christ’s substantial influence and importance.  And in doing so, he shaped the face of Christianity as we know it today. . . . The twist is this,” Teabing said, talking faster now.  “Because Constantine upgraded Jesus’ status almost four centuries after Jesus’ death, thousands of documents already existed chronicling His life as a mortal man.  To rewrite the history books, Constantine knew he would need a bold stroke.  From this sprang the most profound moment in Christian history.  Constantine commissioned and financed a new Bible, which omitted those gospels that spoke of Christ’s human traits and embellished those gospels that made Him godlike.  The earlier gospels were outlawed, gathered up, and burned. . . . What I mean is that almost everything our fathers taught us about Christ is false.”  (pp. 231-235, emphasis added)

I. DOES IT MATTER?

Many people would like to separate history and faith— they would like to say that “faith” is a leap in the dark, something that does not require thought, or even goes contrary to thought.  If that is the case, then the historical reliability of the gospels doesn’t matter.  “As long as I believe, it doesn’t matter if what I believe is true.”  With some religions this might work because they reduce to a moral or philosophical system.  However, Christianity is an historical religion.  The gospel (“good news”) is that something objective has been done in time and space which affects you. 


In most religions, the EVENTS point to the TEACHINGS.


In Christianity, the TEACHINGS point to the EVENTS.

In other words, if you remove the events from most religions, it does not affect the religion because the teaching remains.  In Christianity, if you remove the events, you no longer have Christianity. 

The Gospel is that you are saved NOT by what you do, but by what he has done.  To believe in salvation by grace, the historical events of Jesus’ life (incarnation, righteous life, death, resurrection, ascension) must have happened.

Some people have tried to separate the “Christ of faith” from the “Jesus of history,” but ultimately this distinction fails because “the ‘Christ of faith’ is directly continuous with and therefore congruous with the ‘Jesus of history’” (Paul Barnett, Jesus and the Logic of History, p. 91). We cannot separate faith and history because our faith is in something historical!

II. WHY DO WE NEED TO TALK ABOUT IT?

Some people may say, “Okay it matters.  But I believe already.  I don’t need to talk about academic things.  I just need to believe.”  It is true that not everyone needs to study the issue in all its depth, but in the relativistic postmodern secular culture that we now live in, Christians need to be able to give some account of why they believe.  If the only answer we have is our feelings or our spiritual experience, the postmodern response will be “I’m glad that works for you, Buddhism works great for me.”  In other words, it is the HISTORICAL (and obviously the theological is included in the historical) aspect of Christianity which makes a UNIVERSAL claim.  Therefore, knowing why the Bible as a whole and the Gospels in particular are historically reliable impacts our ability to speak to the culture.  (Even with the historical, the culture could still reject the message, but without the historical there is no chance.)

III. WHEN WERE THE GOSPELS WRITTEN?

Were they close enough to the actual events to be considered reliable?  The crucifixion of Jesus took place about AD 30.  Some modern scholars date the four Gospels as follows: Matthew, 85-90; Mark, 65; Luke, 80-85; John, 95-100.  The growing trend, even among more liberal scholars (e.g. J. A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament), is to earlier dates—between 40 and 65 AD.   “But even with the later dates, the situation is encouraging from the historian’s point of view, for the first three Gospels were written at a time when many were alive who could remember the things Jesus said and did, and some at least would still be alive when the fourth Gospel was written”  (F. F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents, p. 7).

Paul’s letters, which confirm the primary historical aspects of the Gospels, are dated from the late 40’s to the mid-60’s, further confirming the closeness to the events themselves.

“At any rate, the time elapsing between the evangelic events and the writing of most of the New Testament books was, from the standpoint of historical research, satisfactorily short.  For in assessing the trustworthiness of ancient historical writings, one of the most important questions is:  how soon after the events took place were they recorded?” (Bruce, p. 9).

IV. HOW DO WE KNOW OUR COPIES OF THE GOSPELS ARE TRUE TO THE ORIGINALS?

Have the documents been corrupted as they have been transmitted?  There are over 5,000 Greek manuscripts of the New Testament in whole or in part.  Several important full manuscripts go back to early and mid-4th century (250 years after the documents were originally written).  We have an important papyrus codex containing the four Gospels and Acts from the first half of the third century.  We have papyrus fragments dated no later than 150 AD written by someone paraphrasing the four gospels.  Earlier still is a fragment of a papyrus codex containing John 18:31-33, 37-38 dated to around 130 AD.

We also have attestation of another kind in the writings of the Apostolic Fathers (leaders in the church between 90 AD and 160 AD) who consistently quote from and allude to the New Testament writings.  We have second century translations into Old Latin and Old Syriac, as well as early Church lectionaries that provide further evidence.

We have stronger textual evidence for the text of the gospels than any other ancient document.  The earliest existing copy of Virgil is 350 years later.  For Plato 1300 years.  For Euripides 1600 years.  Yet no one doubts that what we have is substantially what Virgil, Plato, and Euripides wrote.  The oldest copy of Caesar’s Gallic Wars [c.50 BC] is from 850 AD, yet no historian doubts that we can trust it.

Textual criticism is the field of study which studies all the texts we have, compares them, and suggests what the original most likely looked like.  Often your translation of the Bible will print certain “variants” for you in the margin.  “[O]ur ability to reconstruct what the originals looked like is exceedingly high.  The contents of 97 to 99 percent of the text are certain beyond any reasonable doubt—far better than any other documents of the same age.  Furthermore, no doctrine of the Christian faith hangs on any disputed text” (Craig Blomberg Jesus and the Gospels, p. 75).  The variations are usually differences such as substituting “you” (pl.) for “we” – minor!   And the differences are easily explainable scribal errors (faulty eyesight, faulty hearing, substituting synonyms, transposition of letters or words, conflations, etc.), not the “revisions” and “additions” that Teabing spoke of!   Only two major passages are suspect: the long ending of Mark (16:9-20) which is certainly a later addition, and the passage about the woman caught in adultery (John 7:53-8:11) which is an addition to the Gospel but probably a true account from the life of Christ.

To sum up, the late Sir Frederic Kenyon, a world renown expert on archeology and ancient manuscripts said in the middle of the last century after several discoveries of ancient documents, “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” (The Bible and Archeology, 288-89).

For Further Study:  Bruce Metzger, The Text of the New Testament:  Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration (corruption here refers to the “Textus Receptus” on which the KJV is based).

V. HOW DO WE KNOW THAT THESE FOUR GOSPELS AND ONLY THESE FOUR GOSPELS ARE THE FAITHFUL WITNESS OF THE APOSTLES?

Where did the “canon” of the New Testament come from?  What about the Gospel of Thomas, etc.?  (Canon = “measuring reed” [in today’s lingo = ruler] = authoritative list of writings.)  Richard Gaffin says in “The New Testament as Canon” in Inerrancy and Hermeneutic:  “The origin of the New Testament canon is not the same as its reception by the church.  We must avoid confusing the existence of the canon with its recognition; what is constitutive (God’s action) with what is reflexive (the church’s action).  The activity of the church – statements of the church fathers, decrees if councils, and so forth concerning the contents of the New Testament – does not create the canon” (italics added).

A. The Early Stages

1. The importance of the apostles – presence and writing

2. The gospels

3. These writings did not become authoritative after the canon was recognized, they were recognized because they were authoritative!  F.F.Bruce, “No doubt all these documents were accepted as authoritative by those to whom they came.  There was no doubt about the authority of the authentic records of the words and deeds of Jesus:  these records were simply the apostolic preaching and teaching committed to writing, and they perpetuated in abiding form the unique authority of the Savior Himself.”

4. By the end of the First Century two primary collections of writings were circulating:

a. “The Gospel” – the four-fold Gospel with sub-headings (“according to Matthew”).  The four begin to be sent together in Ephesus after John finished his gospel.

b. “The Apostle” – at first ten letters, but soon the Pastoral epistles were added (1&2 Timothy and Titus) with sub-headings “To the Romans,” “First to the Corinthians,” etc.

c. “The Acts of the Apostles” – which had been connected to Luke (part 2) was separated out and sent as well showing the connection between the Gospel and the Apostle.

B. The Need for a definition demonstrated by heretical groups

1. Gnosticism – spurious writings and “gospels.”  The Gospel of Thomas contains sayings, but no history.  These are the final words of the entire book!! “Simon Peter said to them:  ‘Let Mary go away from us, because women are not worthy of life.’  Jesus said, ‘Lo, I shall lead her in order to make her a male, so that she too may become a living spirit, resembling you males.  For every woman who makes herself male will enter into the kingdom of Heaven’” (Gospel of Thomas 114).  “What… should be said about the possibility of adding an ancient document to the canon?  The discovery some years ago at Nag Hammadi of several dozen texts from the early Church, such as the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Philip, the Epistle of Peter to Philip, and the Apocryphon of John, has greatly increased the number of candidates for possible inclusion in a revised form of the canon.  Each deserves to be assessed as to its external and internal credentials.  How far, for example, does the Gospel of Thomas (which, of all the tractates in the Nag Hammadi library, seems to be closest to the New Testament) meet the criteria of apostolicity and orthodoxy, however narrowly or broadly one defines these elusive standards? … In this case the evaluation of modern readers will no doubt corroborate that of the early Church, namely, that in the Gospel of Thomas the voice of the Good Shepherd is heard in only a muffled way, and that it is, in fact, often distorted beyond recognition by the presence of supplementary and even antagonistic voices  (Bruce M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance).

2. Marcion – 140 AD – A heretic whose self-developed cannon included no Old Testament, an edited version of Luke, and “purified” Pauline epistles (10).  A story comes to us that say that when Marcion asked Polycarp of Smyrna to recognize him, Polycarp responded, “I recognize – the first-born of Satan!”

3. Montanism – in Phrygia 

C. The Recognition of the Canon

1. Central Core:  the Gospels, Acts, the Pauline letters

2. Disputed books:

a. Johannine letters and Revelation,  1 & 2 Peter, Hebrews

b. Shepherd of Hermas, Didache, Gospel of Peter, etc.

3. By 200 AD, general agreement

4. 367 AD Athanasius of Alexandria’s Easter Letter – Our 27 books

5. 393 AD North African Synod of Hippo (where Augustine becomes bishop in 395)

6. 397 AD Synod of Carthage confirms

F.F.Bruce: “It should be clear by now that our New Testament of twenty-seven books does not represent the more or less arbitrary selection of some ecclesiastical synod or other, which sat round a table with a pile of Christian documents on it, and said: “Now, let us decide which of these are to be set apart as being divine authority.”  It was not until the twenty-seven books had been generally accepted by Christians throughout the known world that they were first made the subject of a decree by an ecclesiastical council.”

VI. WHO WROTE THE GOSPELS?

What is their origin? Were they written by eyewitnesses?  Was their testimony accurate and verifiable when written?  Source Criticism is a study (somewhat speculative) of what sources were used for the gospels.  The Gospels easily divide into two groups:  The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) and John.  There are certain relationships between the Synoptic Gospels:  606 of the 661 verses in Mark appear in Matthew and about 350 verses from Mark appear in Luke (only 31 of Mark’s verses have no parallel either in Matthew or Luke).  At the same time, Matthew and Luke have about 250 verses containing common material not found in Mark – sometimes this material is identical, sometimes different.  (This leaves 300 verses in Matthew and 550 in Luke with no outside parallel.) 

What do these numbers mean?  There have been many theories about written sources (“Source Criticism”) and oral sources used by the evangelists (leading to a field of study called “Form Criticism”).  A philosophical reason behind the intense study of sources and forms was the desire to get behind the finished Gospels to earlier accounts which would give us a human Jesus around which propaganda and legends grew.  But these fields of study continue to produce in all sources and forms, a human yet supernatural Jesus.  “Thus Form Criticism has added its contribution to the overthrow of the hope once fondly held, that by getting back to the most primitive stage of the gospel tradition we might recover a purely human Jesus, who simply taught the Fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man [i.e., the liberal gospel]”  (F. F. Bruce, Documents, p.30).

Some scholars believe Matthew wrote first, most today believe Mark wrote first, and that Matthew and Luke depended on him along with ‘Q’ for some of their material (Quelle is German for Source).   We actually have Papias (an early church father – beg. of the 2nd Century) say that “Matthew compiled the Logia in the ‘Hebrew’ speech [Aramiac], and everyone translated them as best he could.”  Many scholars believe this refers to the oracles of Jesus (Q).

Matthew and John were of the twelve disciples of Jesus himself (and strong internal and external evidence support their authorship).  Mark was a disciple of Jesus’ (Mk 14:51-52 – probably a picture of Mark; an old tradition—and cf. Acts 12:12—says that the Last Supper was at his parents’ house) who became Peter’s traveling companion.  Papias calls Mark ‘Peter’s interpreter’ – there is much internal and external evidence to support this understanding, including the fact that the organization of Mark follows the organization of Peter’s sermons in Acts.  Luke tells us how he wrote his gospel (1:1-4):  “Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught.”  We know some of his sources:  Manean, foster-brother of Herod Antipas and one of the teachers in the church of Antioch (Acts 13:1), Paul, James the brother of Jesus, Mark, church tradition has always included Mary as a source as well.  

When discussing the different sources, this is not to say that the evangelists used a cut and paste approach to their work.  Each writes to a specific audience and arranges his presentation of the Gospel in an appropriate manner.  “[W]hatever their sources were, the Gospels are there before our eyes, each an individual literary work with its own characteristic viewpoint, which has in large measure controlled the choice and presentation of the subject matter” (Bruce, 41).  [Also, notice that the dating of the Gospels is already early, with the addition of sources/collections behind the actual writing of the Gospels, we move much closer to the actual events themselves (see below on reliability of the eyewitnesses).]  The best way to study the gospels is to look at each one individually so that you can profit from their own unique contributions to our understanding of Jesus.  “The gospels are analogous to four portraits of Jesus.  On one side, painting their subject, are three French impressionists, Monet, Renoir and Pissarro.  Renoir and Pissarro (representing Matthew and Luke) have their easels behind Monet (representing Mark) and they are influenced to a degree by his portrait.  On the other side, not influenced by them and not influencing them, is van Gogh (representing John).  As we inspect the four paintings we find that they do have the same subject, Jesus.  Yet they remain four separate and idiosyncratic portraits which we cannot combine, consolidate or reduce to one presentation” (Barnett, p. 103).

For Further Study: Eta Linnemann challenges the dominant paradigm with Historical Criticism of the Bible:  Methodology or Ideology? (Reflections of a Bultmannian turned Evangelical) and Is There a Synoptic Problem?:  Rethinking the Literary Dependence of the First Three Gospels. 

VII. ARE THE MEMORIES OF JESUS’ WORDS AND ACTIONS ARE CORRECT?

Because there is some time between the occurrence of the event and the written record which we have, even if they intended to tell the truth, do we know they could?  There are a number of reasons why we can be confident the oral tradition that stands behind the gospels is accurate (Blomberg, Jesus, p.84-86):

A. Memorization was highly cultivated in first-century Jewish culture.  Rabbi’s often memorized the entire Old Testament.  Disciples were supposed to memorize the teaching of their rabbi word for word.  Of the teaching we have from Jesus, scholars estimate 80% was cast in poetic form.

B. Eyewitnesses to the words and works of Jesus, both friend and enemy, were still alive during the period of memory and of manuscript.  The followers of Jesus would not have been allowed by friend or enemy to fabricate stories.  (Kenneth Bailey has shown that this type of guarded oral tradition still exists in the Middle East today.)

C. While memory was emphasized, disciples also wrote down notes to refresh their memories.  One Jewish rabbi of the first century said, “If your rabbi is teaching, and you have no paper, write it on your sleeve.”

D. During Jesus’ own life, he sent the 70 out to preach the gospel – a time to remember his teaching.

VIII. HOW DO WE KNOW THEY INTENDED TO TELL THE TRUTH?

Aren’t the gospels religious propaganda?  How could the gospel writers be objective?  The writers certainly make a claim to telling the truth.  They wrote a record that scholars agree sounds like eyewitness accounts (e.g. unnecessary details which are culturally true – the cushion in Mark 4:38).  C.S.Lewis, “I have been reading poems, romances, vision literature, legends, myths all my life.  I know what they are like.  I know none of them are like this.  Of this text there are only two possible views.  Either this is reportage. . . pretty close to the facts, nearly as close as Boswell.  Or else, some unknown [ancient] writer. . . without known predecessors or successors, suddenly anticipated the whole technique of modern novelistic, realistic narrative. . . The reader who doesn’t see this has simply not learned how to read.”

The existence of ‘hard sayings’ and the ‘criteria of embarrassment’ argue strongly for the reliability of memory and for truth.  The early church believed in the divinity of Christ but they included Jesus saying “Why do you call me good—no one is good but God alone.”  He denies knowing when he will return.  Much of his teaching is negative toward wealth.  He says we must hate our father and mother in a patriarchal society!  He strongly denounces divorce (in a culture where divorce was easy because women had no rights).  Why did John baptize Jesus instead of the other way around?  Why do women play such a central role in the narrative in a deeply male-oriented society?  Why do the apostles look like idiots so often?  Why does Jesus call himself the “son of man” when the apostles don’t use that term in their writings (2x).

Also, if the writers felt free to make up sayings of Jesus, why don’t they make up some to solve the problems raging in the early church? (Jew-Gentile arguments over the law, the role of circumcision in the Christian life, the proper approach to speaking in tongues, etc.)

The Gospel writers were more than reporters, they were teachers.  They had their own perspective, which the individual gospels show clearly, but that does not negate the truthfulness of their reporting.  Why?  An unbiased report is impossible.  “Therefore, it is not right to divide reporting into ‘biased’ and ‘unbiased’ but rather ‘aware and upfront about underlying commitments’ and ‘unaware and dishonest about underlying commitments’” (Tim Keller).

IX. ARE WE COMPLETELY DEPENDENT UPON THE GOSPELS FOR OUR KNOWLEDGE OF JESUS?

Does anyone else corroborate what the gospels claim?  From Greco-Roman sources (Pliny the Younger, Suetonius, and Tacitus) we learn that a man named Jesus lived and died on a cross in Palestine and founded the Christian movement.

From Jewish sources we learn that Jesus was conceived out of wedlock, gathered disciples, claimed divine authority, titles, and prerogatives, worked miracles/magic (from the Talmud).  We also learn that he was considered by many to be the Messiah, was accused by Jewish leaders, was condemned by Pilate, and was considered to be resurrected by his disciples.

It is not surprising that contemporary historians had little to say about Jesus.  In the world’s eyes, he was a ‘nobody’ in an ‘out of the way’ part of the empire.  (This proves, by the way, that all historians have ‘grids’ and biases.  The biggest historical ‘story’ of the ages was right under their noses, but the historians’ worldview filtered it out as unimportant.)  Nevertheless, even the scanty references corroborate almost the complete outline of Jesus’ life—his unusual birth, his ministry, his miracles (chalked up to ‘sorcery’ by the Talmud but not denied!), his claims, his crucifixion, and the claims by many that they’d met the risen Christ (Tim Keller).

X. AREN’T THE GOSPELS FILLED WITH CONTRADICTIONS?

There are apparent contradictions and tensions between the gospel accounts.  But most of these can be explained with reference to two principles:

A. The author’s highly selective use of data.  Each writer selects the events and words that suit his purpose for the audience he is focusing on while remaining faithful to the facts.

B. The selectivity of eye-witness memory.  Selectivity is not contradiction.

There are admittedly a few difficulties that are harder to explain, but, as we mentioned above, we are only arguing here that the Gospels are reliable history.  A few ‘mysteries’ that can’t be explained can’t destroy our entire trust in the text. (We are not arguing against inerrancy—we just aren’t arguing for it in this paper.)

XI. WHY DOES THE MEDIA ALWAYS SAY THAT “SCHOLARS” DOUBT MOST OF THE WORDS OF JESUS?

Here are some sample newspaper headlines from the late 1980’s (from Luke Timothy Johnson’s The Real Jesus):  “Scholars Say Jesus Was Often Misquoted,” “Jesus Didn’t Claim to Be Messiah, Scholar’s Say,” “Lord’s Prayer Not Jesus’, Scholars Say,” “Jesus Never Predicted His Return, Scholars Say,” “Jesus Didn’t Promise to Return, Bible Scholars Group Says.”

These headlines promote a fringe group of scholars who gathered together under the leadership of John Dominic Crossan and Robert W. Funk in a group that called themselves The Jesus Seminar.  The Jesus Seminar is not affiliated with either the Society of Biblical Literature or the Studiorum Novi Testamenti Societas – the two major associations made up of thousands of New Testament scholars around the world.  While not representing the bulk of New Testament scholarship, they know how to work the media machine – voting on the sayings of Jesus with different colored beads to attract attention.  The meanings of beads are given as follows in their literature:

Red = “That’s Jesus!” (“Jesus undoubtedly said this or something very like it.”)

Pink = “Sure sounds like Jesus.” (“Jesus probably said something like this.”)

Gray = “Well, maybe.” (“Jesus did not say this, but the ideas contained in it are close to his own.”)

Black = “There’s been some mistake.” (“Jesus did not say this; it represents the perspective or content of a later and different tradition.”)

The members of the “Jesus Seminar” and some other critical scholars employ some highly questionable tests to determine the authenticity of events and sayings recorded in the Gospels:

A. The Rule of Dissimilarity: If a saying or event shows a Jesus at variance with 1st century Judaism AND the early church’s (non-Biblical) writings, then it is more likely to be authentic, not fabricated.  Norman Perrin (a Bultmannian critic), “The earliest form of a saying we can reach may be regarded as authentic, if it can be shown to be dissimilar to characteristic emphases both of ancient Judaism and of the early church.” Problem:  R.T. France has observed that “the criterion is used not only as a principle of validation but also as a principle of exclusion.”  This rule assumes two things that are highly questionable—first, that Jesus did not reflect his own Jewishness or his Jewish context, and second, that the early church didn’t learn from Jesus and deviated widely from his original teaching.  Both of these assumptions are highly unlikely from a historical perspective.

B. The Rule of Multiple Attestation:  If an event or saying shows up in several sources, it means that it was based on several independent eyewitnesses or sources, and is therefore likely to be authentic.  Problem:  This criterion seems reasonable, but since we aren’t sure who used which source, almost any text can be rejected.

C. The Rule of Coherence:  If any event or saying coheres with material already considered authentic based on the other tests, it can be accepted.  Problem:  This criterion is literally circular.  How do you break into the circle?  Which “authentic texts” should have controlling power?

D. The Rule of Language/Culture:  Since the early church was primarily Hellenistic and Greek speaking, when the text reflects literal Semitic language forms, or recounts first-century Palestine customs (that the Hellenistic church would not know), it is more likely to be authentic.  Problem:  This criterion is excellent, but it contradicts the dissimilarity criterion!

Overall, the general bias of this kind of “historiography” is evident, one that is not applied to other historical texts from the same period!  Why?

However, the Gospels actually ‘hold up’ even under the overly-skeptical tools! On the basis of the above criteria, notice: (Keller’s synopsis of Blomberg)

· Virtually all of the parables of Jesus have to be accepted.  Why?  Because they are a Semitic form not from the Hellenistic world.  No later Christian writings took the form of parables.

· Virtually all of the kingdom sayings of Jesus have to be accepted.  Why?  Because the balance of the kingdom “now here” yet “still to come” was a complete contrast to Judaism, yet also from the early church writings, which largely ignored this.  Also, the sayings cohere with the parables, which are mainly about the kingdom of God.

· All of Jesus’ referrals to himself as ‘the Son of Man’ should be accepted.  Why?  This expression was seldom used in the early Christian writings.

· All of the “hard sayings” of Jesus in three areas should be accepted:  a) his concern for the poor, sinners/tax collectors, women, lepers, Samaritans, Gentiles, b) his stringent demands for discipleship, hating parents, selling everything, and c) his controversies with the authorities over the interpretation of the OT.  Why?  These sayings either reflect Semitic language and customs or are more radical than early church writings grasped.

· Jesus’ use of the term Abba for God must be authentic.  Why?  It is of course Semitic language, and it was unparalleled in its intimacy.  Judaism knew nothing of such a claim.

· Therefore Jesus’ claim to be the unique Son of God should be accepted.  Why?  The principle of coherence.  If Jesus’ use of abba is authentic, then his language about sonship in Matt 11:27 should be accepted (“No one knows the Son but the Father, no one knows the Father but the Son.”).  This is called a “Johannine thunderbolt” in the Synoptic gospels—it is an immense claim, that only the Father can know the Son, and that the Father and Son have mutually exhaustive knowledge of each other.  If we accept this, then the Johannine sayings of Jesus, that he is the Son of God, should be accepted.

· Raymond Brown has shown that most of the details of the betrayal, trial, and death of Jesus should be accepted because they reflect knowledge of first century Palestine, etc.

For Further Study:  Robert B. Strimple, The Modern Search for the Real Jesus:  An Introductory Survey of the Historical Roots of Gospels Criticism. 

XII. HOW CAN WE BELIEVE THE GOSPELS AS HISTORICALLY RELIABLE WHEN THEY CONTAIN STORIES ABOUT MIRACLES AND THE RESURRECTION?

While modernity passes to postmodernity, the culture becomes more open to the possibility of miracles.  Postmodernity recognizes that science cannot explain all of reality, so to rule out the possibility of miracles is an appeal to psychological and sociological realities, not empirical ones.  Science cannot disprove miracles-- the scientific method tells us how nature customarily behaves.  Some people who follow science in almost religious categories would claim science rules out miracles:  John Macquarrie, “Miracles . . . [are] irreconcilable with our modern understanding of . . .science. . . Science proceeds on the assumption that whatever events occur in the world can be accounted for in terms of other events that also belong within the world.”  The philosopher Alvin Plantinga (Warranted Christian Belief) sees Macquarrie’s complaint that historians must only use scientific methods as coming close to “the drunk who insisted on looking for his lost car keys under the streetlight on the grounds that the light was better there.  In fact, [the National Academy of Science] would go the drunk one better: it would insist that because the keys would be hard to find in the dark, they must be under the light.”

N. T. Wright has written a masterful book on the resurrection (The Resurrection of the Son of God, the third volume in a wonderful series entitled Christian Origins and the Question of God).  He begins by studying what “resurrection” meant in the ancient world—for both Greek and Jew the meaning was a physical/bodily return to life, the Greeks unanimously said it did not and would not happen  while the Jews said that it would happen at the end of time. (The following quotes summarize chapter 18 “Easter and History,” pp. 685-718 – remember that the weight of the argument can only be truly felt if one has read the previous 685 pages – plus the two previous volumes!)  Historically, we have to ask the question: why did the early Christians believe that Jesus of Nazareth was bodily raised from the dead?  Wright says that “hard-headed historians and soft-headed theologians often decide to quit right here.  The first say we can go no further, the second that we ought not try.”  Some would say we can reach a negative conclusion:  “Dead people don’t rise, therefore Jesus didn’t either.”  While people cry out not to proceed, “we must hold our nerve and proceed.  Two things can be securely established, and we should not be shy of placing them down as markers.  To go beyond that again we must indeed face large issues both of method and of worldview; but we must locate those issues precisely where they belong, and not throw up our hands and give in at the first sign of difficulty. . . . The two things which must be regarded as historically secure when we talk about the first Easter are the emptiness of the tomb and the meetings with the risen Jesus.  . . . The argument can be set out in seven steps . . . :

1. To sum up where we have got to so far:  the world of second-Temple Judaism supplied the concept of resurrection, but the striking and consistent Christian mutations within Jewish resurrection belief rule out any possibility that the belief could have generated spontaneously within its Jewish context.  When we ask the early Christians themselves what had occasioned this belief, their answers home in on two things:  stories about Jesus’ tomb being empty, and stories about him appearing to people, alive again.

2. Neither the empty tomb by itself, however, nor the appearances by themselves, could have generated the early Christian belief.  The empty tomb alone would be a puzzle and a tragedy.  Sightings of an apparently alive Jesus, by themselves, would have been classified as visions or hallucinations, which were well enough known in the ancient world.

3. However, an empty tomb and appearances of a living Jesus, taken together, would have presented a powerful reason for the emergence of the belief.

4. The meaning of resurrection within second-Temple Judaism makes it impossible to conceive of this reshaped resurrection belief emerging without it being known that a body had disappeared, and that the person had been discovered to be thoroughly alive again.

5. The other explanations sometimes offered for the emergence of the belief do not possess the same explanatory power.

6. It is therefore historically highly probable [Wright notes that the historical scale he is choosing from ranges from ‘extremely unlikely’ through ‘possible’, ‘plausible’ and ‘probable’, to ‘highly probable’] that Jesus’ tomb was indeed empty on the third day after his execution, and that the disciples did indeed encounter him giving every appearance of being well and truly alive.

7. This leaves us with the last and most important question: what explanation can be given for these two phenomena?  Is there an alternative to the explanation given by the early Christians themselves?  The kind of argument I am offering here may be located on the well-known map of theories of explanation, using the tools of necessary and sufficient conditions. . . . A necessary condition is something that has to be the case for the conclusion to follow:  it is a necessary condition of my computer working properly that the house be connected to an electrical supply.  A sufficient condition is something that will certainly and without fail bring about the conclusion: it is a sufficient condition of my having a sleepless night that someone should practice the bagpipes outside my bedroom window.  The difference between the two appears if we consider the alternatives.  Connecting the house to the electricity supply may be a necessary condition for my computer to function, but it is certainly not sufficient; any number of things might go wrong with the machine itself.  Bagpipes at midnight are sufficient for my sleeplessness, but they are certainly not a necessary condition; a pot of strong coffee, or a pneumatic drill in the street, would have the same effect.  The supply of electricity is thus a necessary but insufficient condition of the computer functioning; the bagpipes are a sufficient but unnecessary condition of my sleepless night.

. . . Steps 2 and 3 face the question of whether, and to what extent, the empty tomb and the appearances of Jesus can be seen as sufficient conditions for the rise of early Christian belief; steps 4 and 5 raise the question as to whether they should be seen as necessary conditions.  In both cases the answer needs fine-tuning, but my substantial proposal is that the combination of the empty tomb and the appearances constitute, with qualifications, a sufficient condition for the rise of early Christian belief (2 and 3), and that, with more substantial qualifications, they also constitute a necessary condition (4 and 5).  The qualifications are important, meaning that the argument falls short of anything approaching mathematical proof; but the proposal remains important, advancing well beyond historical possibility to high probability.

. . . [8 pages of argumentation]

We are left with the conclusion that the combination of empty tomb and appearances of the living Jesus forms a set of circumstances which is itself both necessary and sufficient for the rise of early Christian belief.  Without these phenomena, we cannot explain why this belief came into existence, and took the shape it did.  With them, we can explain it exactly and precisely.

 . . . [Wright considers two widely used alternative explanations showing the shaky historical ground on which they stand.]

. . . It is always possible that in discussing the resurrection someone will come up with the skeptical critic’s dream:  an explanation which provides a sufficient condition for the rise of early Christian faith . . . It is worthy of note that, despite the somewhat desperate attempts of many scholars over the last two hundred years (not to mention critics since at least Celsus) no such explanation has been found.  The early Christians did not invent the empty tomb and the ‘meetings’ or ‘sightings’ of the risen Jesus in order to explain a faith they already had.  They developed that faith because of the occurrence and convergence of these two phenomena.  Nobody was expecting this kind of thing; no kind of conversion-experience would have generated such ideas; nobody would have invented it, no matter how guilty (or forgiven) they felt, no matter how many hours they pored over the scriptures.  To suggest otherwise is to stop doing history and to enter into a fantasy world of our own, a new cognitive dissonance in which the relentless modernist, desperately worried that the post-Enlightenment worldview seems in imminent danger of collapse, devises strategies for shoring it up anyway.  In terms of the kind of proof which historians normally accept, the case we  have presented, that the tomb-plus-appearances combination is what generated early Christian belief, is a watertight as one is likely to find.


This conclusion provides a solid framework within which some other small but significant pieces of historical evidence must be fitted. . . . They do not in themselves compel any particular reading of the evidence; but they strongly support the tomb-plus-appearances hypothesis.  First, the early Christians, remarkably soon, began to regard the first day of the week as their special day.  Second, there is no evidence whatever that anyone ever venerated Jesus’ tomb. . . . Third,  . . .  there was never a question of anyone performing a secondary burial for Jesus.

. . . We are left with the secure historical conclusion:  the tomb was empty, and various ‘meetings’ took place not only between Jesus and his followers (including at least one initial skeptic) but also, in at least one case (that of Paul; possible, too, that of James), between Jesus and people who had not been among his followers.  I regard this conclusion as coming in the same category, of historical probability so high as to be virtually certain, as the death of Augustus in AD 14 or the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70.

. . . How can we explain these two facts, the empty tomb and the ‘meetings’?  The answer is blindingly obvious, . . . The adverb is important:  the obvious answer to the question seems such a bold affront to the principles of post-Enlightenment historical epistemology that it looks as though the only way to affirm it is by shutting both eyes and flailing around in the dark. . . .

The fact that dead people do not ordinarily rise is itself part of early Christian belief, not an objection to it.  The early Christians insisted that what had happened to Jesus was precisely something new; was, indeed, the start of a whole new mode of existence, a new creation.  The fact that Jesus’ resurrection was, and remains, without analogy is not an objection to the early Christian claim.  It is part of the claim itself.

. . . What if the moratorium on speaking of Jesus’ bodily resurrection, which has been kept in place until recently more by the tone of critics’ tone of voice than by sustained historical argument (‘surely,’ they imply on the edge of every discussion of the subject, ‘you cannot be so impossibly naïve as to think that something actually happened?’), should itself turn out to be part of the intellectual and cultural hegemony against which much of the world is now doing its best to react?  What if the resurrection, instead of (as is often imagined) legitimating a cozy, comfortable, socially and culturally conservative form of Christianity, should turn out to be, in the twenty-first century as in the first, the most socially, culturally and politically explosive force imaginable, blasting its way through the sealed tombs and locked doors of modernist epistemology and the (now) deeply conservative social and political culture which it sustains?

. . . The actual bodily resurrection of Jesus (not a mere resuscitation but a transforming revivification) clearly provides a sufficient condition of the tomb being empty and the ‘meetings’ taking place.  Nobody is likely to doubt that.  Once grant that Jesus really was raised, and all the pieces of the historical jigsaw puzzle of early Christianity fall into place.  My claim is stronger: that the bodily resurrection of Jesus provides the necessary condition for these things; in other words, that no other explanation could or would do.  All the efforts to find alternative explanations fail, and they were bound to do so.

 . . . Saying that ‘Jesus of Nazereth’ was bodily raised from the dead’ is not only a self-involving statement; it is a self-committing statement, going beyond a reordering of one’s private world into various levels of commitment to work out the implications.  We cannot simply leave a flag stuck on a hill somewhere and sail back home.

. . . Historical argument alone cannot force anyone to believe that Jesus was raised from the dead; but historical argument is remarkably good at clearing away the undergrowth behind which skepticisms of various sorts have been hiding.  The proposal that Jesus was bodily raised from the dead possesses unrivalled power to explain the historical data at the heart of early Christianity.

[From Things That Cannot Be Shaken: Holding Fast to Your Faith in a Relativistic World by K. Scott Oliphint & Rod Mays, © 2008, pages 17-44.  Used by permission of Crossway Books, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers, Wheaton, IL 60187, www.crossway.com.]

Chapter 1

Says Who?

He Whose Word Cannot Be Broken
_______________________

Glorious things of thee are spoken,

Zion, city of our God!

He, Whose Word cannot be broken,

Formed thee for His own abode.

On the Rock of Ages founded,

What can shake thy sure repose?

With salvation’s walls surrounded,

Thou may’st smile at all thy foes.

_______________________

The Question of Authority


Today’s young adults
 face some special challenges. Whatever the proper label – whether postmodern, postconservative, or posteverything – the ideas and beliefs of popular culture have so inundated life-in-this-world that such ideas and beliefs can all too easily become a natural part of our thinking and living. A college student on a typical campus today has learned the cultural drill well: “Doubt everything taught by anyone; submit your ideas to no authority.” To fail to doubt is to fail to be heard. Perhaps no demographic in the history of our country has been fed a daily diet so heavy in tolerance and inclusiveness and light in truth, as these “newer” generations have. Any form of authority exists to be challenged, ignored, and likely rejected. To accept the ultimate authority of any person, document or institution is to be bigoted, intolerant, unloving and self-righteous. 

Not only so, conventional wisdom dictates that we view the drama of life played out around us with a combination of cynicism, skepticism, and suspicion. In a context of such confusion, it is hard to convince oneself of what is real or really important. We have been taught to take hold of our own destinies and to create our own reality. In far too many cases, we have attempted to do so, and with disastrous results. 

The “newer” generations living in the 21st century have never known what life is like without television or videocassette/CD/DVD recorders or TiVO. Because of technology, we can, at least in some sense, “create” the reality we desire. It is now possible, for example, to program electronic screens with what we want to see when we want to see it. We can use pre-selected iPod tunes as the soundtrack for our lives. This has the double effect of, on the one hand, creating the feelings and ambience we desire, and on the other hand, of letting the rest of the world go by.  

In this kind of environment, many  of the ‘new generation’ today say they believe in Christianity, that they trust God and His Word, but become tongue-tied, embarrassed, or defensive when their beliefs are questioned or challenged. Not only so, the notion of a universal authority that applies to one and all is almost completely foreign to the contemporary context. The authority of Christ and His Word is acceptable at the personal level perhaps, but it is almost a foregone conclusion that it cannot be applied to everyone.

Not too long ago, a group of students (twenty-somethings), gathered for a Bible study. The speaker had spent a fair amount of time discussing the authority and truth of the Bible with these self-professed Christian believers. Near the end of the meeting, group members began to ask questions: But what about the Koran? What about the Book of Mormon? How do the findings of numerology or “historical facts” contained in other ancient documents affect the authority of the Bible? Is there really only one way to God? Are not all religions just different ways of saying the same thing? Why should we take the Bible’s claims over the claims of other religions? There seems to be a significant gap in the ability of most today to synthesize the truth of the Bible with what we see around us. In such cases, the Bible is reduced to the level of helpful personal advice and inspirational thought. 

The question, of course, is the question of authority. This question is not a new one. Just as today’s problems come about in continuity with the past, so also today’s questions come about as a result of those problems. And the questions that come today have their central focus in the question of truth and authority. The focus of the question may change in different periods of history, but the basic question is always the same: To whom or what should I ultimately submit? How can I know what is true and what is not?

Authority’s Sources


It may come as no surprise to students of history, especially the history of thought, that in today’s confused climate two primary views on the source of truth or authority emerge. People seem either to believe that truth is what makes them feel good and works best with their experience (which is sometimes labeled “empiricism”), or that truth is what makes sense to them objectively and intellectually (which is sometimes labeled “rationalism”). Are either of these approaches acceptable in developing and nurturing a system of truth and a notion of authority? 

If It Feels Good…

Empiricism is, by definition, the obtaining of knowledge through the senses, or through experience. If the right experiences are had, then truth must not be far behind – or so we think. These experiences, both emotional and physical, are today often defined by means of the popular media that inundate today’s generation, including music, television, film and poetry. Media of this kind can create an ambience of authority because they tell stories in ways that are appealing. In music, the stories are told with a particular mood or beat, making them easy to remember and repeat. In television or film, they are told with images, visual art and effects, musical score, all of which combine to capture imaginations and promote ideas and world views. In most cases, however, the stories told, the images produced, the effects desired, have their sources in just another human emotion, experience or desire. It can be tempting to commit oneself to a particular song’s or movie’s ‘message.’ But these messages themselves only go as deep as the individual(s) who produced them.   

And if history teaches us anything, it is that human beings are not particularly good at defining their own happiness. We are not especially good at articulating clearly what it is we really want? Some of what we think we want may be good; we may think what we really want is simply the absence of conflict with other humans, or the absence of conflict within ourselves. But even if these goals are good ones, the solutions offered may not be. Remedies offered for getting rid of these conflicts, things like more money, more time, fewer responsibilities, more autonomy, or maybe just the ability to have the ultimate makeover (of home, hair, teeth, or brain) – these are all supposed to provide what we need. If they provide for our needs, they must give us truth. 

In keeping with the ‘empirical,’ some may base their lives on what they “feel” like doing at any given time. They may not feel like going to class, or studying or going to work. In seeking to orchestrate the right feelings, we may seek to change the atmosphere (music, entertainment, activity), the location (new city, new apartment, new bed), the vocation or the surrounding family (spouse, parents, siblings) and friends (new significant other, new group, or new church). Change may create a sense of busyness and thus a distraction from reality, an escape from the everyday grind and an illusion of self-created happiness. 

But isn’t distraction really just a means of escape? We turn up the music and get lost in the melody and the words, hoping that the pain and negative feelings pass. Or we go to worship, waiting for the songs where the beat carries the emotions above the lyrics so that we can ‘let go and let God.’ Movies, concerts and sporting events provide the opportunity to be caught up in the excitement of the crowd and carried along by our feelings for a little while. Enjoying music, attending sporting events certainly are not wrong. What is troublesome is when we expect these things to ‘deliver’ the right feelings, and thus to be a source of truth or authority.

I Think, Therefore… 

Rationalism is knowledge or belief gained through reasoning. The fields of philosophy, science and mathematics have long been the strongholds for rationalistic thought. This is mirrored in a perverse view of man’s creativity and intellectual superiority in which such things are to be the source of truth and authority. Concepts that “don’t make sense” to “the experts” are too easily and quickly rejected in today’s culture, fostering the opinion, “I am right because I trust the experts on ‘x’.” Educational credentials have become the basis for credibility. But educational credentials have their own agenda. So, biblical teachings such as creation or miracles have been ruled out of bounds in much of academia. Other situations that the Bible addresses, such as why bad things happen to people, or why we have natural disasters, all present the disciplines of philosophy, science and mathematics with questions, questions which are not supposed to be addressed from a biblical perspective. 

Other questions are designed to evoke a skeptical view of Christianity. Questions like, “If there is a god, why are there not more positive miraculous occurrences and fewer calamities?,”  or “Why is there so much evil in the world if God is good?,” or “Why would you put your trust in someone as narrow-minded as Jesus?” There are no philosophical, scientific or mathematical formulae that can answer such questions. In a context of rationalism, the means that the questions themselves are designed to show the naiveté or silliness of religion. Raising the dead by a spoken word, rather than heroic scientifically-based medical means, is not an activity science has any real interest in affirming.

Authority’s Author 

So how does the Christian respond to the above? How do we think about the ‘empirical’ and the ‘rational’? How do we think about things recorded in the Bible when science disagrees? How do we think about the conflicts between Scripture and culture, or Scripture and philosophy, or science or …? How do we face these difficulties and work through them in light of our Christian commitment and in light of God’s word?

If the tendency is to approach Scripture as inspirational reading, is it possible to view it as an absolute authority? To speak of the Bible’s authority is to be perceived as being intolerant, which is seen as the mark of the simple-minded and unintelligent. Above all, today’s generations seek to appear open and teachable and loving. Jesus’ words of exclusivity do not fit with the rational, reasoned voices calling for freedom in religious practice. It doesn’t seem right or wise to speak openly about a religion that states there is only one way to God, or that there is only one God. It just doesn’t seem to make sense.

But doesn’t the notion of ‘making sense’ itself have its own cultural, philosophical, and scientific bias? Does it ‘make sense’ that God would part a sea to allow an entire nation to walk through on dry ground? Does it ‘make sense’ that out of all the stars and planets, our one solar system supports human life and is the recipient of His grace? Does it ‘make sense’ that Jesus, who is divine, would take a human body and suffer physical pain? Does it ‘make sense’ that God’s incredible range of creativity in plants and flowers and animals was given for man’s enjoyment? These things do not ‘make sense’ to our rational or empirical processes. It is no wonder, then, that students ask why the Koran, the Book of Mormon, or the writings of Buddha or Confucius don’t hold just as much authority as the Bible.

Jesus and Authority

For the Christian, the question is: Why should I stake my life and hope on the Christ of the Bible? Those who investigate the validity of Scientology, Christian Science, Ellen White and the Seventh Day Adventists, or groups like the Jehovah’s Witnesses, have addressed the question of the authority of the Bible. The question, itself is almost as old as history; it dates back to the Garden of Eden and extends through to the New Testament as well.  An incident at the initiation of Jesus’ public ministry will help us to focus the issue:

Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the heavens were opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form, like a dove; and a voice came from heaven, "You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased" (Luke 3:21-22).


When Jesus Christ began his public ministry, he was declared by his heavenly Father to be his “beloved Son.” This announcement did not escape the notice of the powers of darkness. Almost immediately, after the Father announced his good pleasure in his Son, Jesus “was led by the Spirit in the wilderness for forty days, being tempted by the devil” (Luke 4:1-2).


How did the devil begin his temptation? He wanted Jesus to give him proof that He was the Son of God. The question the devil was asking was the question of truth and authority. He wanted to know how he could know that Jesus was God’s only begotten Son. Was it true that Jesus was the Christ? So, he approached Jesus with three ‘opportunities;’ three temptations in which Jesus could show the devil, and show him conclusively, that he was the One the Father proclaimed him to be. He gives Jesus three different offers. Two of the three are a demand for proof that Jesus was the Son of God, as the Father had said.

"If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread"  (Luke 4:3).

And he took him to Jerusalem and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to him, "If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here...” (Luke 4:9).

One way to think about this temptation in the wilderness is to see it as a challenge by Satan that Jesus provide, to his satisfaction, the ground for truth and authority. The devil was confronted with God himself, in his Son. But that was not enough; the devil demanded, “Show me.”

In that light, it is important for us to ask: “How did Jesus respond to the devil’s requests?” How did Jesus “show” the devil that he was who God the Father proclaimed him to be? Surely if Jesus is God he could have easily turned stones into bread. He could have thrown himself down from the pinnacle of the temple without harm. But he didn’t.

Instead, Jesus turned the devil’s attention, not to himself, but to God, and specifically to what God had said in his Word. In response to the challenge of authority, Jesus quoted Scripture. In response to the temptation to turn stones into bread, Jesus said, "It is written, `Man shall not live by bread alone`" (Luke 4:4). Why did Jesus respond this way? The devil wasn’t asking about how we are to live, or about whether one can live by bread alone. The devil was wanting Jesus to do something that no mere mortal could do. Did Jesus just dodge the challenge he was given? No, he didn’t.

Jesus responds this way because he knows that the devil’s challenge will not be answered if Jesus performs some powerful act; the devil’s problem is not that he has failed to see God act in miraculous ways. The devil’s problem is the problem that plagues all who will not bow the knee to Christ; it is that he will not believe what God has said.

As a matter of fact, there was a similar temptation given many years before this one, as it turns out, by the same Tempter. It was a temptation given, not in the midst of a wilderness, but in a plush and plenteous garden. 

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, "Did God actually say, `You shall not eat of any tree in the garden`?"  (Gen. 3:1).

The devil comes to Eve, not to tell her to disobey, at least not at first. He comes to Eve so that he might get her to question the word of God. And he tempts her by asking a question, a question that is close to the truth, but which is, as a matter of fact, a denial of it. God had not said that Adam and Eve could not eat from any tree; he had said that there was one particular tree from which they were not to eat. The devil knew that. His question was not out of curiosity. His question was designed to get Eve, and Adam after her, to disobey. And he succeeded.

Jesus knows that the devil’s design is to get him to stop trusting what God has said. So, instead of arguing with the devil about Jesus’ own powers, Jesus replies to the devil in such a way that shows that he is trusting what God has said. Even though he has been in the wilderness for 40 days, and even though he is hungry, he knows, because God has said, that his life is not defined by what he eats alone. It is defined by the “spiritual” food of God’s Word. God had already said, “This is My beloved Son.” No more proof was needed.

Here is Jesus, the perfect Son of God. If anyone could trust his own experience, it was Jesus. He could have been a perfect empiricist. If anyone could trust his own thinking, it was Jesus. He could have been a perfect rationalist. His experiences and his thinking were never affected by sin. They were perfect. But, unlike us, though Jesus could have trusted himself, he didn’t. He trusted God’s Word alone.

Now, the question we must ask ourselves is, “Whom do you trust?” Do you trust your own experience to guide you into all truth? Do you trust your own mind to give you all that is necessary for this life and the next? Or do you trust “ every word that comes from the mouth of God" (Matthew 4:4)? Do you want to put your faith in yourself? Or would you rather put your faith in one in whom millions, for over two thousand years, have trusted, not only for their “spiritual food” in this life, but in the life to come as well?

The Authority of the Son
We have been discussing the problems unique to a ‘new’ generation of people, people who have grown up in a context in which truth is supposed to be confined to each individual or group, and in which the notion of authority, if applied at all, is meant to be always up for debate.

But, as we have been hinting all along, the problems that are unique to this generation are, as a matter of fact, not unique at all. They have existed (almost) since the beginning of time. Though contexts and concerns have varied over the centuries, the issues have not varied. They have remained relatively uniform throughout history.

Around two thousand years ago, there was a small, but significant, group of Hebrew Christians who were struggling with many of the same issues that we have been discussing.

The contexts, of course, were different. We should not expect that the issues faced by first century Hebrew Christians would conform exactly to those faced by 21st century folk. But even though the contexts in which the Hebrews struggled and lived were different, the contours of their struggle were, at significant points, coincident with ours.

One of the “occasions” for writing the Epistle to the Hebrews was that issues of truth and of authority – issues that this group of Jewish Christians had, in the past, addressed by their strong commitment to Christ – were now under suspicion.

The Jewish people had a rich and deep tradition. It was a tradition that has no equal in history. As we write this, the United States has just celebrated another July 4th. That date is set aside to mark the beginning of a new nation, now over 230 years old. But 230 years, though it may seem like a long history, is merely a blink compared to the history of Israel.

Not only so, but, unlike any nation on the face of the earth, God himself worked mightily and miraculously for the sake of Israel. In the United States, debates have swirled around the question as to whether or not God was “on our side” in various conflicts and wars. But there was no need for such debates in Israel. God had declared to Israel that he was on their side (see Gen. 17:8; Jer. 24:7; 31:33; 32:38; Ezek. 11:20; 37:23, 27; Zech. 8:8).

But, as is often the case, Israel’s strength became her weakness. One of the things that was plaguing the Hebrew community to which this epistle was written was that they were in danger of letting their rich and deep traditions eclipse the truth.

Throughout history, the people of God had lived out their relationship to God by way of God’s appointed messengers. In some instances, those messengers were angels (see, for example, Gen. 19:1ff.; 28:12; Ps. 98:11). In others, the chosen messenger of the Lord was Moses (see the Book of Exodus). In still others, Israel was to live out its relationship to God according to the appointed Levitical priesthood (see Deut. 17:9, 18; 18:1; 24:8; 27:9; Jos. 3:3; 8:33; 2 Chr. 5:5, 12; 23:18; Jer. 33:18, 21f; Ezek. 43:19; 44:15; Heb. 7:11).

To rely on these messengers, as God’s appointed messengers, was not sinful; indeed, a lack of trust in these messengers would have been tantamount to a lack of trust in God. God had appointed them for various tasks, at various times in history. As appointed by God to serve him, they were also meant to be trusted with the tasks God had given them.

Part of the problem that the author to the Hebrews had to address was the confusion that had set in since Jesus Christ had come. Those messengers that were, at one time and place, the chosen vehicles for God’s purposes for his people, had now been, once and for all time, replaced by Christ himself. 

Yet some were still tempted to put their confidence in lesser things, things that were, in themselves, not sinful, but were, nevertheless, not meant to be the “focus or locus” of their confidence and trust. These Christians had mistaken the instrument through which God’s truth and authority came, with that truth and authority itself.

And now we can begin to see that the problems immediately addressed in the book of Hebrews are problems that relate to our 21st century predicaments. We should expect no less, since God has seen fit to give us, in his Word, principles that are applicable across the historical spectrum. We will look at these principles in the opening verses of this epistle. First, the verses:

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 2 but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world. 3 He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, 4 having become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs (Heb. 1:1-4).


Notice how abruptly the author begins this epistle. Compared to so many other epistles in Scripture, where Paul, for example, will first introduce himself, this epistle stands out as unique. It is so unique that many surmise that this letter is, as a matter of fact, a sermon preached and then written to these Jewish Christians.


There were serious problems among this community of Christian Hebrews. They were in danger of drifting away from the faith, and of neglecting the salvation that had come to them (2:1-3); their disobedience was about to get the best of them, even as it had their forefathers in the wilderness (Ch. 4); they were immature, not because they were recent converts (by this time, they should have been teachers-5:12), but because they had become dull of hearing (5:11). They still needed spiritual milk, and were not prepared for solid food. So serious was their immaturity, that some were in danger of irretrievably losing the salvation they had previously claimed to have (6:1ff.). So, the author writes this word of encouragement (13:22) in order to bring about a repentance unto life.


It should strike us, therefore, that the author begins immediately, not with a personal introduction, nor even with a direct response to these serious problems, but with an acknowledgement of the rich and deep tradition of God’s dealings with his people. 


We should not pass over this first clause too quickly. The author is quick to point out that it was indeed the case that God spoke to his people in various ways and at different times. It is not the case, therefore, that the Hebrew Christians who receive this epistle have been wrong about their own tradition, at least not initially. They were right to see God’s use of angels, and of Moses, and of the Levitical priests, as important aspects of his relationship to them. The problem is not with the instruments of God’s revelation through history. The problem is that some among them have now wanted those instruments to become the ultimate source and ground of truth and authority for them. They had misplaced their notion of truth and of authority. Sound familiar?


We discussed above the two primary sources of authority and truth that are often put forth – the senses (empiricism) and the mind (rationalism). Unlike Israel, these are not sources that have been chosen by God as messengers of his special revelation. But, like this group of Hebrews, they are good and necessary instruments that have been mistaken for ultimate sources or grounds of truth.


The question of authority is one that, perhaps now more than in times past, occupies center stage in much of contemporary discussion. Whatever postmodernism’s identity, confused though it might be, one of its abiding tenets, first set forth by Jean-Francios Lyotard, is contained in his (in)famous phrase that the postmodern condition is marked by an “incredulity toward metanarratives.” This phrase is not as opaque as it may at first seem. Lyotard’s point was simply that there should be no overarching and overriding principle or system (a ‘metanarrative’) that would determine the shape and direction of what we claim to know and believe. To put it another way, we are to reject such universal principles or systems. This has the effect of destroying any principle or system that would unify otherwise disparate beliefs or ‘truths.’ It also has the effect of assuring that there is no universal authoritative principle or system that applies to our own set of beliefs and practices.


On this scheme, and because of its influence, the question of truth and authority becomes paramount. I may decide that truth for me is whatever I can practice without personal harmful consequences. If I can sit at my computer and access illegal material without harm to anyone, then it must be the case that such material is, as a matter of fact, ‘true’ for me; it is a legitimate understanding of ‘reality’ for me. There can be no constraints against me doing this; no authority that can hinder it. If I can engage in a relationship, or many, that is personally satisfying to all involved, then such relationships must be ‘true’ for us all. To paraphrase one (in)famous postmodern, “Truth is whatever I can get away with.” It is simply a matter of personal taste based on personal preference and practice.


The author to the Hebrews wants to settle the authority (and truth) question before he addresses the other (serious) concerns. Whatever it was that plagued these Hebrews, the author wants to make sure that his readers get the ‘truth and authority’ matter settled before anything else can be addressed (and there is much more, as we will see, that needs to be addressed).


The same is true for us (and for this book). Unless we settle the matter of authority first of all, we will be forever confused and confounded with the issues that press in on us every day. We may be able to live with the decisions we make on a daily basis; we may even be able to find others who are living with the same confusion. But ‘living with’ such decisions and beliefs is only a way of avoiding what we know to be the case. It is only a thin shield, able to mask and cover the reality that is deep within us.


What is it, then, that we need to know about God’s authority and truth? What is it that will solidify us, that will plant us firmly, so that we will not be confused and tossed about by every new idea that comes to us? It is the same thing that these Hebrews needed to know. It is the fact that, though God chose various means of revealing himself to his people throughout history, all of those means were simply channels, rivers and tributaries of God’s revelation, flowing toward and leading inexorably to that great ocean of final revelation which God has given to us in his Son.


This is the first point to see. God has spoken in Christ. Or, as the author puts it more pointedly, God has spoken (literally) “in a Son.” The reason that the author writes this way (“in a Son” rather than “in the Son”) is not to highlight that Christ as a Son among many sons. Given everything else that he says about Christ in these few verses, the point he is making is a ‘categorical’ one. In past times, God did speak through appointed means – “by prophets.” But now, God has revealed himself by means of a completely different category of revelation; now he is revealed “by Son.”


The Hebrews would have seen the tremendous import of this categorical shift. It was a shift that was declaring those former means of revelation to be past their time of usefulness. It was a shift from using human and temporary means of revelation, to God now using, in effect, himself as the final mode of revelation to his people.


Note also just how the author frames the temporal categories. This revelation, “in Son,” is the completion of a long history of God’s revelation to his people. As completing God’s revelation, the Son is in continuity with what God had done in the past, but is also uniquely discontinuous with what God had done previously. God spoke “long ago” or (as it could also be translated) “for a long time” at various times and in various ways “by the prophets.” Here the author acknowledges the history of God’s revelation to his people. 


It is worth noticing in this opening chapter of Hebrews just how the author chooses to cite the Old Testament references that he gives. Even though he quotes from Deuteronomy, 2 Samuel and the Psalms, he is not concerned to note the human instruments God used to write these works. Rather, he notes in every case that this is what God says (1:5-13). In each case, the author states that God said these things. This is God speaking (through different human instruments) “long ago” at various times and in various ways. He then connects that history with the revelation that has come in the Son. This is its continuity.


More significant, however, in this passage is the way in which the author highlights the radical discontinuity between this diverse way of God revealing himself and the now climactic revelation that has come in Christ. The revelation that has come in the Son has come “in these last days.” But just exactly why are these days “the last?”


The answer to that question points us again to God’s revelation. The reason these days are the last days, is because God’s last revelation has now been given. The ‘days’ of God’s calendar are, in other words, defined, not first of all by their length of time on the clock, or their number on a calendar. The days of God are defined by the kind or category of revelation that he gives at a particular time in history.


To put the matter another way, if these days were not the last, then there would necessarily be another, and more, revelation that God would give in history. Not only so, but the clear implication would be, from what the author says, that the revelation given “in a Son” was itself insufficient and incomplete; more, better and clearer revelation would still be needed.


But the logic of the author’s argument in these first few, magnificently rich, verses is striking in its opposition to such an idea. This Son, in whom God has now lastly spoken, is, the author notes, “the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature.” It would be difficult to find a more exalted description of Christ. The two phrases, “the radiance of the glory of God,” and “the exact imprint of his nature” are actually meant to say virtually the same thing in two different ways.


Students of the Bible will readily recognize echoes of the beginning of the Gospel of John in our passage. This should not be surprising, since, in spite of the different contexts and concerns of the author to the Hebrews and the apostle John, God authored them both. So, after John clearly sets forth the fact that the second Person of the Trinity, the Word, is himself God (Jo. 1:1), lest there by any mistake, he asserts, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).


This Word, who is God, came down to dwell among us. And this one who came was not only the Word, he was the Son. John then recalls the time when he, with Peter and James, were given the opportunity, on the mountain, to see this Son in his eternal glory (Matt. 17:1ff., Mark 9:1ff.). He recounts this event, in the context of his declaration that the Word dwelt among us, just so he might emphasize the fact that the dwelling with us in no way eliminated the great truth that this Word was God. His glory was “as of the only Son from the Father.” The glory that John saw was “the radiance of the glory of God.” It pointed to the fact that this Word, this Son, remained, even as he dwelt among us, “the exact imprint” of God’s very nature.


Not only so, but these Hebrew Christians would have understood that the glory of which the author spoke, was the very glory of God, his shekinah presence with his people (see Es. 24:15ff.), that was now revealed in the Son


Is it any wonder, then, that the revelation that has now been given in the Son is the final and completed revelation from God? If that revelation was not only “in the Son” but was, in fact, God himself revealing himself, is it even possible that there might be more, better or clearer revelation to come in history? How could there be an expectation of ‘more’ or ‘better’ when the highest and exalted One himself has condescended to reveal himself to us? Wouldn’t any other revelation pale in comparison to the revelation that we have in the very Son of God himself, especially since this Son is the radiance of Yahweh’s glory, and the exact imprint of his nature?


But notice that the author is not only concerned that we understand clearly just who this Son is. That is crucial. But just as crucial is that we understand that the revelation that has come to us in the Son, has not come simply and only in his person, but (and this is all-important for our purposes) God has spoken to us in this Son. The author is not concerned simply with Christ as personal revelation, although he certainly is that, but he is primarily concerned (in this passage) to emphasize the fact that God has spoken to us in this One who is “true God of true God.”


In other words, it is the Person of the Word of God as he gives to his church the written Word of God that is paramount in the author’s mind at this point. The point his readers need to see, as do we, is that God has spoken through this final and complete revelation of himself in his Son.


This Son, through whom God has finally and ‘lastly’ spoken, is the one who, having made purification of sins, “sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high.” There is no more exalted view of the authority of God to a Hebrew mind than this. To sit at God’s right hand is to have all the authority of God himself. It is, we should note, to be God himself in his capacity sovereignly to reign (Ps. 60:5; 63:8; Matt. 26:64; Acts 2:33-34; 7:55; Rom. 8:34; Eph. 1:20; Col. 3:1; Rev. 5:1; 5:7). So important is this to the author that he places the thought at strategic places in his letter (see Heb. 1:3, 13; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2). He wants his readers to understand that this Son who has spoken has been given all authority in heaven and on earth (Matt. 28:18).


The ‘truth’ question and the ‘authority’ question are all summed up in the Person. That much is clear. But for the church in “these last days,” the issues of truth and authority are summed up in the written Word of the Son in Holy Scripture. The truth of God and the authority of God are all summed up in what God has spoken in his Son.

Has God Said?

But questions still linger, questions that relate specifically to our current predicament. If it is the case that God has spoken, how can we know such a thing? Don’t we need the foundation of our senses, or our mental faculties, or both in order to know that God has spoken? And if our senses and mental faculties are subject to so many variables, how can they be trusted to give us anything but probability?


In Charles Dickens’ classic tale, A Christmas Carol, Ebenezer Scrooge meets the spirit of his old business partner, Jacob Marley for the first time, seven years after Marley’s death. But Scrooge is initially skeptical:

"You don't believe in me," observed the Ghost.

"I don't." said Scrooge.

“What evidence would you have of my reality, beyond that of your senses?"

"I don't know," said Scrooge.

"Why do you doubt your senses?"

"Because," said Scrooge, "a little thing affects them. A slight disorder of the stomach makes them cheats. You may be an undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard, a crumb of cheese, a fragment of an underdone potato. There's more of gravy than of grave about you, whatever you are!"


The fact of the matter is we all know that our senses, and our mental faculties, no matter how acute, are too feeble, too fickle, to be ultimately trustworthy as sources of truth. This does not mean that they are not instruments of truth, but they are not equipped to generate what is needed when the source or ground of truth and authority is in question. Not only so, but since the entrance of sin in the world, we have a sinful bent against ultimate truth and authority, unless God so changes our hearts as to rejoice in such things.


So what can provide what is needed? Is there any way to be sure that God’s Word is just that, his Word? These questions seem to dominate at such times as ours, when all authority and certainty are being questioned. They are important questions; they are questions that get at the root of our relationship to God. In order to address these typical and natural questions, we need to delve a little more deeply into what we mean when we speak of the ‘ground’ of truth and authority.


The question of the ground or foundation of the world and everything in it is not a new one.
 As far back (at least) as the philosopher Aristotle, the question of the ground of everything else was discussed and debated. In such debates, two things were clear: (1) whatever ground we determine to be in place, it must be such that it has nothing behind or beyond it. To posit something behind or beyond this ground would make that thing the ground. (2) It is impossible to continue positing a ground, of a ground, of a ground, of a ground, etc. For a ground to be a ground it has to be that upon which everything else rests. Aristotle argued that all grounds or first principles, or beginning points are the “first point from which a thing either is or comes to be or is known...” In other words, ‘grounds,’ according to Aristotle, provide the bedrock foundation for everything that is, or is known. This concept of a beginning point, what some have called an Archimedean point,
 is a necessary and crucial aspect of everything that we think, indeed, of everything that is. Aristotle understood this, philosophy has continued to articulate this idea, and Christian theology has seen it as basic to its own discipline.


We can think of grounds here by analogy with the way we think of the physical ground underneath us. What is it that supports the room that I am now in? It is the boards in the floor. But what supports those boards? The beams underneath. What supports those beams? It is the ground underneath and around those beams. What supports the ground? Well, the ground supports itself. It is the support without which nothing else could be a support. As is the case physically, so also in terms of questions of ultimate authority, truth, etc. There is a ‘place’ beyond which we cannot go, and without which we cannot move. That place is the ground or ‘grounds.’


The theology that was resurrected during the time of the Reformation (16th century) and beyond, argued that all disciplines, and especially theology, require grounds, and that such grounds partake of the at least the following characteristics: (1) they are necessarily and immutably true, and (2) they must be known per se, that is, in themselves, as both immediate and indemonstrable. By immediate here is meant that the status of a ground is not taken from something external to it, but is inherent in the thing itself. It does not mean, strictly speaking, that nothing mediates the truth therein, but rather that nothing external to the ground mediates that truth. Similarly, by ‘indemonstrable’ here is meant that the fact of a ground is not proven by way of argument using principles external to that ground, but is such that it provides the ground upon which any other fact or demonstration depends.


This concern for grounds, historically, had its focus within two primary disciplines - philosophy and theology. In philosophy, the concern had its focus in the thought and philosophy of Renee Descartes. For all that separated Descartes’ philosophy from the Protestant theology of his day - and there was much that did - the concern for grounds was common among the two approaches. Descartes thought that his grounds were “clear and distinct ideas” concerning, first, the self, and then God. These two, in that order, were supposed to provide the foundation for everything else that could be known. But Descartes’ rationalism (since he wanted to begin with innate ideas) only led to skepticism.


Christian theologians during this time argued, against rationalism, that grounds could never be located, even if initially, in the human self. To do so would lead to the kind of skepticism that followed in the wake of Cartesian philosophy. What, then, is the ground of theology? What is it that can provide the foundation, the source and beginning point of all truth and authority? To ask the question is almost to answer it.


In the Westminster Confession of Faith (perhaps the ablest expression of Protestant doctrine in the entire history of the church), the authors set out, for the first time in church history, a Protestant doctrine of Scripture. In chapter one of the Confession, section 4, the authors said this:

The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, and obeyed, dependeth not upon the testimony of any man, or Church; but wholly upon God (who is truth itself) the author thereof: and therefore it is to be received, because it as the Word of God.


Notice that the subject of this section is the authority of Scripture. They are answering the question of grounds for such authority. On what grounds does this authority depend?


It does not depend on any man or church. This was stated, negatively, in order to make clear that this was a Protestant and not a Roman Catholic doctrine of Scripture. But notice here that the authors say, in effect, that the authority of Holy Scripture depends on its author. It is the author of Holy Scripture who makes Scripture what it is.


The fact of the matter is, they tell us in this section, if we fail to see Holy Scripture as authored by God, and therefore as the ground of its own authority, we will fail to understand what Scripture actually is. 


And, as the Confession makes clear, if we want to know why we should accept Holy Scripture as the Word of God, it is “because it is the Word of God.” That is, not simply because it says that it is; many books make such claims. Rather, because God is its author and God says that it is. To appeal to something behind, above or beyond this is to think of Scripture (and God) as something other than the ground of truth and authority.


Isn’t this what Jesus himself was saying to the devil in the wilderness? Jesus had the power to show Satan who he was. But Jesus also knew that whatever he did would detract from the central objection that Satan had. Satan’s objection was not that he hadn’t seen all he needed to see. Jesus knew that Satan’s objection was focused on the fact that he did not believe what God had said.


We see this same principle illustrated for us by Jesus in the parable of the Rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31). The Rich Man in Hades asks that there be demonstrations of power and miracles displayed before his five brothers so that they might suffer the torment that is his. What is Jesus response to this request?  “If they do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead" (Luke 16:31).

Hearing “Moses and the Prophets” means hearing the Word of God. Jesus reminds the Rich Man that his brothers, like him, have all that is needed to avoid the torment of Hades. They have that Word of God that was spoken “by the prophets” and by Moses, and that has now come “in the Son.”


The same truth is given to us in John 6:63-71. There Jesus is teaching many of his disciples that the only way one may come to him is if the Father grants it. The message must have gotten through; it was a message that stripped away any hopes of salvation by human merit or action. That message has never been a popular one. So, in the course of Jesus’ instruction, “ many of his disciples turned back and no longer walked with him” (6:66).


Jesus then asked the twelve if they too would turn away. Simon Peter’s answer is instructive:  "Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life… (6:68).


Peter’s question gets to the heart of the matter as we think about the ground of authority and truth. Where else can we go but to the word of Christ himself? Is there any other standard, principle or foundation that carries with it the authority of God himself? Is that any other standard, principle or foundation that just is God himself, revealed in the flesh and thus giving to us “the words of eternal life?”

A Firm Foundation
In the hymn, “How Firm a Foundation,” the author begins by attesting to the fact that the foundation that we have in the Word of God is both firm and complete:

How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord, is laid for your faith in his excellent word!

What more can he say than to you he hath said, to you that for refuge to Jesus have fled?

The foundation that we have in God’s Holy Word is firm. It is secure. It is certain. It is the ground upon which anything else – any truth or any authority – must rest. And the question asked in this stanza is meant to be rhetorical – What more can he say? He has spoken through his own Son. No other revelation can compare; no other revelation is needed.

And so, we can now see why it is that the Word of God cannot be broken. It has its roots in God speaking through his various agents in history. It has its climax in God speaking through his Son. It has its focus in God speaking in every word of Holy Scripture, which is, itself, God’s own speech.

No wonder Newton, as he contemplated this great truth, asked, “On the Rock of Ages founded, what can shake thy sure repose?” No wonder this truth gave him confidence in those things “that cannot be shaken” (Heb. 12:28). What, indeed, can shake thy sure repose? The Word of God, and the salvation it offers, are founded on the Rock of Ages.

No current trends, no sophisticated arguments, no intense temptation has the power to break that Rock. If it is on Christ the solid rock we stand, then we are always and everywhere protected from such onslaughts in the shadow of his might wings.

________________________________

       With salvation’s walls surrounded,

                          Thou may’st smile at all thy foes.

________________________________

“The Inerrancy of Scripture”
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Whereas inspiration concerns the origin of the Bible's authority, inerrancy describes its nature. By inerrancy we refer not only to the Bible's being 'without error' but also to its inability to err (we might helpfully illustrate this point by comparing it to the distinction between Jesus' sinlessness or being without sin, on the one hand, and his impeccability or inability to sin on the other). Inerrancy, positively defined, refers to a central and crucial property of the Bible, namely, its utter truthfulness.

The basis for the doctrine of biblical inerrancy is located both in the nature of God and in the Bible's teaching about itself. First, if God is perfect -- all-knowing, all-wise, all-good -- it follows that God speaks the truth. God does not tell lies; God is not ignorant. God's Word is thus free from all error arising either from conscious deceit or unconscious ignorance. Such is the unanimous confession of the Psalmist, the prophets, the Lord Jesus and the apostles. Second, the Bible presents itself as the Word of God written.

Thus, in addition to its humanity (which is never denied), the Bible also enjoys the privileges and prerogatives of its status as God's Word. God's Word is thus wholly reliable, a trustworthy guide to reality, a light unto our path.

If the biblical and theological basis of the doctrine is so obvious, however, why have some in our day suggested that the inerrancy of the Bible is a relatively recent concept? Is it true, as some have argued, that the doctrine of inerrancy was 'invented' in the nineteenth century at Princeton by B B Warfield and Charles Hodge and is therefore a novelty in the history of theology? In answer to this question, it is important to remember that doctrines arise only when there is need for them. Doctrine develops when something implicit in the faith is denied; false teaching provokes an explicit rebuttal. This is as true of inerrancy as it is of the doctrines of the Trinity, or of justification by faith. The notion of the Bible's truthfulness was implicitly assumed throughout the history of the church.

Theologians were only reflecting the view of the biblical authors themselves. Jesus himself quotes Scripture and implies that its words are true and trustworthy - wholly reliable. The New Testament authors share and reflect this high estimate of the Old Testament. The question is whether this 'high estimate' of Scripture pertained to its reliability in matters of faith and salvation only or whether it involved a trust in all matters on which the Bible speaks, including science and history. One difficulty with this question is that it is anachronistic: it reflects the concerns of our times (including the dubious dichotomy between fact and value) rather than that of the Fathers and Reformers. With regard to the Fathers, we know that they held to the divine authorship of Scripture. Behind the many voices of the human authors is the voice of the Holy Spirit, the ultimate author of Scripture. While some used this as an excuse to search for hidden truths through allegorical interpretation, if anything the tendency was to ascribe too much truth to Scripture rather than too little. For the Fathers, to suggest that there were errors in the Bible would have been unthinkable. Augustine, for instance, wrote that biblical authority would be overthrown if the authors had stated things that were not true. Though Augustine warned Christians not to hide their ignorance of scientific fact by easy appeals to Scripture, he also believed that the biblical writers did not make any scientific errors. True scientific discoveries will always be capable of being reconciled with the Scriptures. Augustine is at pains to show that there are no contradictions, either between one part of the Bible and another, or between the Bible and truth gleaned from elsewhere. Whatever we think of such attempts, they are at least compelling evidence of the widespread Patristic presupposition of the Bible's truthfulness.

The Reformers similarly affirmed the truthfulness of the Bible. There is some debate among scholars whether Luther and Calvin limited Scripture's truthfulness to matters of salvation, conveniently overlooking errors about lesser matters. It is true that Luther and Calvin are aware of apparent discrepancies in Scripture and that they often speak of 'errors'. However, a closer analysis seems to indicate that the discrepancies and errors are consistently attributed to copyists and translators, not to the human authors of Scripture, much less to the Holy Spirit, its divine author. Calvin was aware that Paul's quotations of the Old Testament (e.g Rom 10:6 and Dt 30:12) were not always exact, nor always exegetically sound, but he did not infer that Paul had thereby made an error. On the contrary, Calvin notes that Paul is not giving the words of Moses different sense so much as applying them to his treatment of the subject at hand. Indeed, Calvin explicitly denies the suggestion that Paul distorts Moses' words.

Doctrines are formulated in order to refute error and to preserve revealed truth. Just as biblical authority only became part of Protestant confessions in the sixteenth century to counter the idea that tradition is the supreme authority of the church, so the doctrine of biblical inerrancy was only explicitly formulated to counter explicit denials of the Bible's truthfulness. These denials arose about the same time as did modernity and the distinctively modern way of interpreting the Bible: biblical criticism. Many so-called 'enlightened' thinkers of the eighteenth century accepted the Deists' belief that the source of truth was reason rather than revelation. Increasingly, the Bible came to be studied like any other book, on naturalistic assumptions that ruled out the possibility of divine action in history. Accordingly, biblical critics grew sceptical of Scripture's own account of its supernatural origin and sought to reconstruct the historical reality. Advances in knowledge and a changed view of the world were thought to necessitate a rethinking of biblical authority. Historical-critics argued that the authors of the Bible were children of their age, limited by the worldviews that prevailed when they wrote. It was against this backdrop of widespread suspicion of the supernaturalist appearance of Scripture, and the virtually taken-for-granted denial of divine authorship, that the doctrine of biblical inerrancy, implicit from the first, was explicitly formulated (e.g. by Warfield and Hodge). What is explicitly expressed in the doctrine of biblical inerrancy, however, is not a theological novelty so much as an articulation of what was implicitly, and virtually always, presupposed through most of church history.

What then does the doctrine of biblical inerrancy explicitly articulate? We can refine our provisional definition of inerrancy in terms of truthfulness as follows: The inerrancy of Scripture means that Scripture, in the original manuscripts and when interpreted according to the intended sense, speaks truly in all that it affirms. These specifications, by identifying the conditions under which Scripture speaks truly, do not hasten the death of inerrancy by qualification; they rather acknowledge two crucial limitations that enable believers to keep the doctrine in its proper perspective. Let us examine these two qualifications in more detail.

First: the Bible speaks truly 'in the original manuscripts'. We have already seen that the Reformers were able to affirm the truthfulness of the Bible and to acknowledge errors due to faulty translation or transmission. To the objection that we do not now possess the original manuscripts, it must be pointed out that textual critical studies have brought us extremely close to the original text. The relatively small number of textual variations do not for the most part affect our ability to recognize the original text. At the same time, it is important not to ascribe inerrancy to the copies of the originals, since these are the products of an ail-too human process of transmission.

The second qualification is just as important: 'when interpreted according to the intended sense'. It is often tempting to claim the same authority for one's interpretations as for the biblical text itself. The thrust of the doctrine of inerrancy, however, like that of sola scriptura, is to stress the distinction between the Word of God and the words of men. Interpretations of the Bible fall under the category 'words of men'. It is thus important not to ascribe inerrancy to our interpretations. To the objection that we do not possess the correct interpretation, we must appeal not to inerrancy but to the perspicuity of Scripture. What conflicts there are about biblical interpretation ultimately must be ascribed to the fallible interpreter, not to the infallible text.

Does inerrancy do justice to the humanity of the Scriptures? Some critics of inerrancy have suggested that God had to 'accommodate' his message to the language and thought-forms of the day in order effectively to communicate. In taking on forms of human language and thought, does God's communication simultaneously take on outmoded views of the world or of human nature? For example, could God speak truthfully of the sun 'rising' when he knows full well that the sun does not move? In speaking of the sun rising, does not the Bible make a scientific mistake? To this objection it may be replied that using the common language of the day is not the same as committing oneself to its literal truth. One must not confuse a social convention with a scientific affirmation. To say that the sun rises is to employ a metaphor - one, moreover, that is true to human experience. The objection proves too much: if the inspired authors have used ancient thought forms that led to scientific errors, would not these same thought forms have led to errors in matters of faith and practice too? After all, 'To err is human' - or is it? Though proverbial wisdom equates humanity with fallibility , the paradigm of Christ's sinless life shows that the one concept need not follow from the other.  God's Word, we may conclude, can take on human form -incarnate, inscripturate - without surrendering its claim to sinlessness and truth.

Does inerrancy therefore mean that every word in Scripture is literally true? There has been a great deal of confusion on this point, both in the media and in academia. It should first be noted that mere words are neither true nor false; truth is a property of statements. Second, those who oppose biblical inerrancy have all too often contributed to the confusion by caricaturing the notion of literal truth. Critics of inerrancy typically speak of 'literal truth' when what they really mean is 'literalistic truth'. Defenders of inerrancy must take great care to distinguish the notion of literal truth from the kind of literalistic interpretation that runs roughshod over the intent of the author and the literary form of the text.

Perhaps the best way to resolve this confusion is to begin at the other end. What counts as an error? If I say that my lecture lasts an hour, when in fact it lasts only fifty-nine minutes, have I made an error? That depends on your expectation and on the context of my remark. In everyday conversation round figures are perfectly acceptable; no one would accuse me of getting my figures wrong. In other contexts, however, a different level of precision is required. A BBC television producer, for instance, would need to know the exact number of minutes. The point is that what counts as an error depends upon the kind of precision or exactness that the reader has a right to expect. 'Error' is thus a context-dependent notion. If I do not claim scientific exactitude or technical precision, it would be unjust to accuse me of having erred.

Indeed, too much precision ('my lecture is fifty-nine minutes and eight seconds long') can be distracting and actually hinder clear communication. Let us define error, then, as a failure to make good on or to redeem one's claims. The Bible speaks truly because it makes good its claims. It thus follows that we should first determine just what kind of claims are being made before too quickly ruling 'true' or 'false'. If error is indeed a context-dependent notion, those who see errors in Scripture would do well first to establish the context of Scripture's claims. To interpret the Bible according to a wooden literalism fails precisely to attend to the kinds of claims Scripture makes. To read every sentence of the Bible as if it were referring to something in the world, or to a timeless truth, may be to misread much of Scripture. Just as readers need to be sensitive to metaphor (few would react to Jesus' claim in Jn 10:9 'I am the door' by searching for a handle) so readers must be sensitive to literary genre (e.g. to the literary context of biblical statements).

Is every word in Scripture literally true? The problem with this question is its incorrect (and typically unstated) assumption that 'literal truth' is always literalistic - a matter of referring to history or to the 'facts' of nature. It is just such a faulty assumption - that the Bible always states facts - that leads certain wellmeaning defenders of inerrancy desperately to harmonize what appear to be factual or chronological discrepancies in the Gospels. In the final analysis, what was new about the Princetonians' view of Scripture was not their understanding of the Bible's truthfulness but rather their particular view of language and interpretation, in which the meaning of the biblical text was the fact - historical or doctrinal - to which it referred. Their proof-texting was more a product of their view of language and interpretation than of their doctrine of Scripture.

What if the intent of the evangelists was not to narrate history with chronological precision? What if the evangelists sometimes intended to communicate only the content of Jesus' teaching rather than his very words? Before extending the Bible's truth to include history or astronomy, or restricting to matters of salvation for that matter, we must first ask, 'What kind of literature is this?' The question of meaning should precede the question of truth. We must first determine what kind of claim is being made before we can rule on its truthfulness. The point of biblical apocalyptic is quite distinct from the point of Jesus' parables, from that of the Gospels themselves, or of Old Testament wisdom. We must, therefore, say that the literal sense of Scripture is its literary sense: the sense the author intended to convey in and through a particular literary form. Inerrancy means that every sentence, when interpreted correctly (i.e. in accordance with its literary genre and its literary sense), is wholly reliable.

The older term to express biblical authority - infallibility - remains useful. Infallibility means that Scripture never fails in its purpose. The Bible makes good on all its claims, including its truth claims. God's Word never leads astray. It is important to recall that language may be used for many different purposes, and not to state facts only. Inerrancy, then, is a subset of infallibility: when the Bible's purpose is to make true statements, it does this too without fail. Yet the Bible's other speech acts - warnings, promises, questions - are infallible too.

The Bible's own understanding of truth stresses reliability. God's Word is true because it can be relied upon - relied upon to make good its claim and to accomplish its purpose. We may therefore speak of the Bible's promises, commands, warnings, etc. as being 'true', inasmuch as they too can be relied upon. Together, the terms inerrancy and infallibility remind us that the Word of God is wholly reliable not only when it speaks, but also when it does the truth.
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The Word of God is an exceedingly complex unity. The different items and the various kinds of material which make it up—laws, promises, liturgies, genealogies, arguments, narratives, meditations, visions, aphorisms, homilies, parables and the rest—do not stand in Scripture as isolated fragments, but as parts of a whole. The exposition of them, therefore, involves exhibiting them in right relation both to the whole and to each other. God’s Word is not presented in Scripture in the form of a theological system, but it admits of being stated in that form, and, indeed, requires to be so stated before we can properly grasp it—grasp it, that is, as a whole. Every text has its immediate context in the passage from which it comes, its broader context in the book to which it belongs, and its ultimate context in the Bible as a whole; and it needs to be rightly related to each of these contexts if its character, scope and significance is to be adequately understood.

An analogy may help here. A versatile writer with didactic intent, like Charles Williams or G. K. Chesterton, may express his thought in a variety of literary forms—poems, plays, novels, essays, critical and historical studies, as well as formal topical treatises. In such a case, it would be absurd to think any random sentence from one of his works could safely be taken as expressing his whole mind on a subject with which it deals. The point of each sentence can be grasped only when one sees it in the context, both of the particular piece of work from which it comes, and of the writer’s whole output. If we would understand the parts, our wisest course is to get to know the whole— or, at any rate, those parts of the whole which tell us in plain prose the writer’s central ideas. These give us the key to all his work. Once we can see the main outlines of his thought and have grasped his general point of view, we are able to see the meaning of everything else—the point of his poems and the moral of his stories, and how the puzzling passages fit in with the rest. We may find that his message has a consistency hitherto unsuspected, and that elements in his thought which seemed contradictory are not really so at all. The task of interpreting the mind of God as expressed in His written Word is of the same order as this, and must be tackled in the same way. The beginner in Bible study often feels lost; he cannot at first grasp the Bible’s over-all point of view, and so does not see the wood for the trees. As his understanding increases, however, he becomes more able to discern the unity of the biblical message, and to see the place of each part in the whole.

a. Interpreting Scripture Literally

Scripture yields two basic principles for its own interpretation. The first is that the proper, natural sense of each passage (i.e., the intended sense of the writer) is to be taken as fundamental; the meaning of texts in their own contexts, and for their original readers, is the necessary starting-point for enquiry into their wider significance. In other words, Scripture statements must be interpreted in the light of the rules of grammar and discourse on the one hand, and of their own place in history on the other. This is what we should expect in the nature of the case, seeing that the biblical books originated as occasional documents addressed to contemporary audiences; and it is exemplified in the New Testament exposition of the Old, from which the fanciful allegorizing practiced by Philo and the Rabbis is strikingly absent. This is the much-misunderstood principle of interpreting Scripture literally. A glance at its history will be the quickest way of clearing up the confusion.

The Mediæval exegetes, following Origen, regarded the ‘literal’ sense of Scripture as unimportant and unedifying. They attributed to each biblical statement three further senses, or levels of meaning, each of which was in a broad sense allegorical: the ‘moral’ or ‘tropological’ (from which one learned rules of conduct), the ‘allegorical’ proper (from which one learned articles of faith), and the ‘anagogical’ (from which one learned of the invisible realities of heaven). Thus, it was held that the term ‘Jerusalem’ in Scripture, while denoting ‘literally’ a city in Palestine, also referred ‘morally’ to civil society, ‘allegorically’ to the Church, and ‘anagogically’ to heaven, every time that it occurred. Only the three allegorical senses, the Mediævals held, were worth a theologian’s study; the literal record had no value save as a vehicle of figurative meaning. Mediæval exegesis was thus exclusively mystical, not historical at all; biblical facts were made simply a jumping-off ground for theological fancies, and thus spiritualized away. Against this the Reformers protested, insisting that the literal, or intended, sense of Scripture was the sole guide to God’s meaning. They were at pains to point out, however, that ‘literalism’ of this sort, so far from precluding the recognition of figures of speech where Scripture employs them, actually demands it. William Tyndale’s statement of their position may be quoted as typical: “Thou shalt understand, therefore, that the scripture hath but one sense, which is but the literal sense. And that literal sense is the root and ground of all, and the anchor that never faileth, whereunto if thou cleave, thou canst never err or go out of the way. And if thou leave the literal sense, thou canst not but go out of the way. Nevertheless, the scripture uses proverbs, similitudes, riddles, or allegories, as all other speeches do; but that which the proverb, similitude, riddle or allegory signifieth, is ever the literal sense, which thou must seek out diligently.”

Tyndale castigates the Scholastics for misapplying 2 Corinthians iii.6 to support their thesis that “the literal sense ... is hurtful, and noisome, and killeth the soul”, and only spiritualizing does any good; and he replaces their distinction between the literal and spiritual senses by an equation which reflects Jn. vi.63: “God is a Spirit, and all his words are spiritual. His literal sense is spiritual ... if thou have eyes of God to see the right meaning of the text, and whereunto the Scripture pertaineth, and the final end and cause thereof.” (1) Fanciful spiritualizing, so far from yielding God’s meaning, actually obscured it. The literal sense is itself the spiritual sense, coming from God and leading to Him.

This ‘literalism’ is founded on respect for the biblical forms of speech; it is essentially a protest against the arbitrary imposition of inapplicable literary categories on scriptural statements. It is this ‘literalism’ that present-day Evangelicals profess. But to read all Scripture narratives as if they were eye-witness reports in a modern newspaper, and to ignore the poetic and imaginative form in which they are sometimes couched, would be no less a violation of the canons of evangelical ‘literalism’ than the allegorizing of the Scholastics was; and this sort of ‘literalism’ Evangelicals repudiate. It would be better to call such exegesis ‘literalistic’ rather than ‘literal’, so as to avoid confusing two very different things. (2)

The modern outcry against evangelical ‘literalism’ seems to come from those who want leave to sit loose to biblical categories and treat the biblical records of certain events as myths, or parables—non-factual symbols of spiritual states and experiences. Many would view the story of the fall, for instance, merely as a picture of the present sinful condition of each man, and that of the virgin birth as merely expressing the thoughts of Christ’s superhuman character. Such ideas are attempts to cut the knot tied by the modern critical denial that these events really happened, and to find a way of saying that, though the stories are ‘literally’ false, yet they remain ‘spiritually’ true and valuable. Those who take this line upbraid Evangelicals for being insensitive to the presence of symbolism in Scripture. But this is not the issue. There is a world of difference between recognizing that a real event (the fall, say) may be symbolically portrayed, as Evangelicals do, and arguing, as these persons do, that because the fall is symbolically portrayed, it need not be regarded as a real even at all, but is merely a picture of something else. In opposing such inferences, Evangelicals are contending, not for a literalistic view, but for the very principles of biblical literalism which we have already stated—that we must respect the literary categories of Scripture, and take seriously the historical character of the Bible story. We may not turn narratives which clearly purport to record actual events into mere symbols of human experience at our will; still less may we do so (as has been done) in the name of biblical theology! We must allow Scripture to tell us its own literary character, and be willing to receive it as what it claims to be.

It may be thought that the historic Protestant use of the word ‘literal’ which we have here been concerned to explain is so unnatural on modern lips, and that such a weight of misleading association now attaches to the term, that it would be wisest to drop it altogether. We argued earlier that the word ‘fundamentalist’ should be dropped, as having become a barrier to mutual understanding, and the case may well be the same here. We do not contend for words. We are not bound to cling to ‘literal’ as part of our theological vocabulary; it is not itself a biblical term, and we can state evangelical principles of interpretation without recourse to it (as indeed, we did in the opening sentences of this section); (3) and perhaps it is better that we should. If we do abandon the word, however, we must not abandon the principle which it enshrines: namely, that Scripture is to be interpreted in its natural, intended sense, and theological predilections must not be allowed to divert us from loyalty to what the text actually asserts.

b. Interpreting Scripture by Scripture

The second basic principle of interpretation is that Scripture must interpret Scripture; the scope and significance of one passage is to be brought out by relating it to others. Our Lord gave an example of this when he used Gn. ii.24 to show that Moses’ law of divorce was no more than a temporary concession to human hard-heartedness. (4) The Reformers termed this principle the analogy of Scripture; the Westminster Confession states it thus: “The infallible rule of interpretation of scripture is the scripture itself; and therefore, when there is a question about the true and full sense of any scripture, it must be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly.” (5) This is so in the nature of the case, since the various inspired books are dealing with complementary aspects of the same subject. The rule means that we must give ourselves in Bible study to following out the unities, cross-references and topical links which Scripture provides. Kings and Chronicles throw light on each other; so do the prophets and history books of the Old Testament; so do the Synoptic Gospels and John; so do the four Gospels and the Epistles; so, indeed, do the Old Testament as a whole and the New. And there is one book in the New Testament which links up with almost everything that the Bible contains: that is the Epistle to the Romans, of which Calvin justly wrote in the Epistle prefacing his commentary on it: “If a man understands it, he has a sure road opened for him to the understanding of the whole Scripture.” In Romans, Paul brings together and sets out in systematic relation all the great themes of the Bible—sin, law, judgment, faith, works, grace, justification, sanctification, election, the plan of salvation, the work of Christ, the work of the Spirit, the Christian hope, the nature and life of the Church, the place of Jew and Gentile in the purposes of God, the philosophy of Church and of world history, the meaning and message of the Old Testament, the duties of Christian citizenship, the principles of personal piety and ethics. From the vantage-point given by Romans, the whole landscape of the Bible is open to view, and the broad relation of the parts to the whole becomes plain. The study of Romans is the fittest starting-point for biblical interpretation and theology.

c. Problems and Difficulties

The scientific study of Scripture is a complicated and exacting task. The biblical languages have their own distinctive idioms and thought-forms. Each writer has his own habits of mind, vocabulary, outlook and interests. Each book has its own character, and is written according to stylistic conventions which it is not always easy to see. Each book has its own historical and theological background, and must be interpreted against that background; thus, we should not look in the Old Testament for clear statements about the Trinity, or the believer’s hope of a future life, for these things were not fully revealed till Christ came. All these factors must be borne in mind, or we shall misinterpret Scripture.

This does not mean that only trained scholars can study the Bible to any profit. Its central message is so plainly stated in the text that the most unlearned of those who have ears to hear and eyes to see can understand it. “The unfolding of thy words gives light; it imparts understanding to the simple.” (6) The technicalities of scholarship may be out of the ordinary Bible-reader’s reach, but none the less he can, with God’s blessing, grasp all the main truths of God’s message. ‘Those things which are necessary to be known, believed, and observed, for salvation, are so clearly propounded and opened in some place of scripture or other, that not only the learned, but the unlearned, in a due use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them.’ (7) It is only over secondary matters that problems arise. Here, however, ignorance of the background of biblical statements and allusions, coupled (no doubt) with failure to enter adequately into the writers’ minds, (8) leave us on occasion in doubt as to what texts mean, and how they fit in with other texts and with the rest of the Word of God. But these uncertainties affect only the outer fringes of the biblical revelation. And in fact, this class of problem steadily yields to patient study as our knowledge grows. As in all scientific enquiry, however, the solution of one problem raises another and we have no reason to expect that all the problems that crop up in biblical exposition will ever be completely solved in this world.

An idea that persistently haunts some people is that the presence in Scripture of passages which are hard to harmonize is an argument against regarding it as God’s Word written in the sense we have explained, and that one is not entitled so to regard it until one has first reconciled all the seeming discrepancies to one’s own satisfaction. If this were right, every apparent contradiction would be a valid reason for doubting the truth of the biblical doctrine of Scripture. But the idea rests on a confusion. Christians are bound to receive the Bible as God’s Word written on the authority of Christ, not because they can prove it such by independent enquiry, but because as disciples they trust their divine Teacher. We have pointed out already that no article of Christian faith admits of full rational demonstration as, say, geometrical theorems do; all the great biblical doctrines—the Trinity, the incarnation, the atonement, the work of the Spirit in man, the resurrection of the body and the renewal of the creation—are partly mysterious, and raise problems for our minds that are at present insoluble. The doctrine of Scripture is no exception to this rule. But that should not daunt, nor even surprise us; for it is the very nature of Christian faith to believe, on the authority of God, truths which may neither be rationally demonstrated nor exhaustively understood. We must remember that God does not tell us everything about His acts and purposes, nor put us in a position to work them all out for ourselves. We shall not reach right views about the things of God by backing our independent judgment, but only by taking His word. We are wholly dependent on Him for our knowledge of His ways.

God, then, does not profess to answer in Scripture all the questions that we, in our boundless curiosity, would like to ask about Scripture. He tells us merely as much as He sees we need to know as a basis for our life of faith. And He leaves unsolved some of the problems raised by what He tells us, in order to teach us a humble trust in His veracity. The question, therefore, that we must ask ourselves when faced with these puzzles is not, is it reasonable to imagine that this is so? but, is it reasonable to accept God’s assurance that this is so? Is it reasonable to take God’s word and believe that He has spoken the truth, even though I cannot fully comprehend what He has said? The question carries its own answer. We should not abandon faith in anything that God has taught us merely because we cannot solve all the problems which it raises. Our own intellectual competence is not the test and measure of divine truth. It is not for us to stop believing because we lack understanding, or to postpone believing till we can get understanding, but to believe in order that we may understand; as Augustine said, “unless you believe, you will not understand.” Faith first, sight afterwards, is God’s order, not vice versa; and the proof of the sincerity of our faith is our willingness to have it so. Therefore, just as we should not hesitate to commit ourselves to faith in the Trinity although we do not know how one God can be three Persons, nor to faith in the incarnation, although we do not know how the divine and human natures combined in the Person of Christ, so we should not hesitate to commit ourselves to faith in Scripture as the infallible Word of the infallible God, even though we cannot solve all the puzzles, nor reconcile all the apparent contradictions, with which in our present state of knowledge it confronts us. On all these articles of faith we have God’s positive assurance; and that should be enough.

Accordingly, our methods of interpreting Scripture must be such as express faith in its truth and consistency as God’s Word. Our approach must be harmonistic; for we know at the outset that God’s utterance is not self-contradictory. Article XX of the Church of England lays down that it is not lawful for the Church so to “expound one place of Scripture, that it be repugnant to another”; no more is it lawful for any individual exegete. Not that we should adopt strained and artificial expedients for harmonizing; this will neither glorify God nor edify us. What we cannot harmonize by a natural and plausible hypothesis is best left unharmonized, with a frank admission that in our present state of knowledge we do not see how these apparent discrepancies should be resolved. We may not, with the heretic Marcion and some modern Liberals, “criticize the Bible by the Bible”, singling out some parts of Scripture as the authentic Word of God and denying the divine character of the rest because it seems to say something different from the parts approved; instead, we should confess the divine origin of all the Scriptures, and be guided in interpreting them by Augustine’s axiom: “I do not doubt that their authors therein made no mistake and set forth nothing that might mislead. If in one of these books I stumble across something which seems opposed to the truth, I have no hesitation in saying that either my copy is faulty, or the translator has not fully grasped what was said” (Augustine read Scripture in Latin), “or else I myself have not fully understood.” (9) We must base our study of Scripture on the assumption that governed the New Testament men in their study of the Old—that God’s revealed truth is a consistent unity, and any disharmony between part and part is only apparent, not real.

d. The Holy Spirit as Interpreter

One final point concerning interpretation remains to be made. Scripture tells us that if we are to understand Scripture we need, over and above right rules, personal insight into spiritual things. Scripture sets before us spiritual truths—truths, that is, about God, and about created things in relation to God; and to grasp spiritual truths requires spiritual receptiveness. But no man has this by nature. “The natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned.” (10) The habit of mind which enslaves the natural man, Paul tells us, is to set up his own “wisdom” and make it ultimate, and so he is compelled to dismiss as foolishness all that does not accord with it. Without spiritual enlightenment, he will never be able to see the foolishness of his own wisdom, nor the wisdom of the “foolishness of God” (11) proclaimed in the gospel; hence he will never forsake the one for the other. Our Lord confirms this view of man. His repeated diagnosis of the unbelieving Pharisees was that they were blind, lacking the capacity to perceive spiritual realities; (12) and He regarded spiritual perception, where He found it, as a supernatural gift from God. (13)

Now, the Holy Spirit has been sent to the Church as its Teacher, to guide Christians into truth, to make them wise unto salvation, to testify to them of Christ and to glorify Him thereby. (14) To the apostles, He came to remind them of Christ’s teaching, to show them its meaning, to add further revelation to it, and so to equip them to witness to all about their Lord. (15) To other men, He comes to make them partakers of the apostolic faith through the apostolic word. Paul indicates the permanent relation between the Spirit, the apostles’ word and the rest of the Church in 1 Cor. ii.10-16. The Spirit, he says, gave the apostles understanding of the gospel: “we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the spirit which is of God; that we might know the things that are freely given to us of God”; “God hath revealed them unto us by his Spirit.” Now the Spirit inspires and empowers their proclamation of these things to other men: “which things we speak, not in the words which man’s wisdom teacheth, but which the Holy Ghost teacheth”; Paul preaches, and knows that he preaches, “in demonstration of the Spirit and of power”. (16) And “he that is spiritual”—he in whom the Spirit abides to give understanding—discerns the meaning of the message and receives it as the testimony of God. This applies no less to the apostolic word written than to the apostolic word preached; and no more to the apostolic writings than to the rest of the written Word of God. The Spirit, who was its author, is also its interpreter, and such understanding of it as men gain is His gift.

Not that the Spirit’s presence in men’s hearts makes patient study of the text unnecessary. The Spirit is not given to make Bible study needless, but to make it effective. Nor can anything in Scripture mean anything when the Spirit interprets. The Spirit is not the prompter of fanciful spiritualizing, or of applications of texts out of their contexts on the basis of accidental associations of words. The only meaning to which He bears witness is that which each text actually has in the organism of Scripture; such witness as is borne to other meanings is borne by other spirits. But without the Spirit’s help there can be no grasp of the message of Scripture, no conviction of the truth of Scripture, and no faith in the God of Scripture. Without the Spirit, nothing is possible but spiritual blindness and unbelief.

It follows that the Christian must approach the study of Scripture in humble dependence on the Holy Spirit, sure that he can learn from it nothing of spiritual significance unless he is taught of God. Confidence in one’s own powers of discernment is an effective barrier to spiritual understanding. The self-confidence of nineteenth-century critical scholarship was reflected in its slogan that the Bible must be read like any other book; but the Bible is more than a merely human book, and understanding it involves more than appreciating its merely human characteristics. God’s book does not yield up its secrets to those who will not be taught of the Spirit. Our God-given textbook is a closed book till our God-given Teacher opens it to us.

A century of criticism has certainly thrown some light on the human side of the Bible—its style, language, composition, history and culture; but whether it has brought the Church a better understanding of its divine message than Evangelicals of two, three and four hundred years ago possessed is more than doubtful. It is not at all clear that we today comprehend the plan of salvation, the doctrines of sin, election, atonement, justification, new birth and sanctification, the life of faith, the duties of churchmanship and the meaning of Church history, more clearly than did the Reformers, or the Puritans, or the leaders of the eighteenth-century revival. When it is claimed that modern criticism has greatly advanced our understanding of the Bible, the reply must be that it depends upon what is meant by the Bible; criticism has thrown much light on the human features of Scripture, but it has not greatly furthered our knowledge of the Word of God. Indeed, it seems truer to say that its effect to date has been rather to foster ignorance of the Word of God; for by concentrating on the human side of Scripture it has blurred the Church’s awareness of the divine character of scriptural teaching, and by questioning biblical statements in the name of scholarship it has shaken confidence in the value of personal Bible study. Hence, just as the Mediævals tended to equate Church tradition with the Word of God, so modern Protestants tend to equate the words of scholars with the Word of God. We have fallen into the habit of accepting their pronouncements at second hand without invoking the Spirit’s help to search Scripture and see, not merely whether what they say is so (in so far as the lay Bible student is qualified to judge this), but also—often more important—whether God’s Word does not deal with more than the limited number of topics with which scholars at any one time are concerned. The result of this negligence is widespread ignorance among Churchmen as to what Scripture actually says. So it always is when the Church forgets how to search the Scriptures acknowledging its own blindness and looking to God’s Spirit to teach it God’s truth. There is no more urgent need today than that the Church should humble itself to learn this lesson once more.

We have now presented in positive outline the biblical approach to Scripture. Its text is word for word God-given; its message is an organic unity, the infallible Word of an infallible God, a web of revealed truth centered upon Christ; it must be interpreted in its natural sense, on the assumption of its inner harmony; and its meaning can be grasped only by those who humbly seek and gladly receive the help of the Holy Spirit.

Notes

1. Tyndale, Works (Parker Society), I. 304 ff. The judicious Richard Hooker was making the same point when he wrote: “I hold it for a most infallible rule in the exposition of Scripture, that when a literal construction will stand, the furthest from the literal is commonly the worst” (Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, V. lix. 2).

2. For a good short review of some of the narrative and didactic forms of Scripture, see J. Stafford Wright, Interpreting the Bible (Inter-Varsity Fellowship, 1955).

3. P. 102 above.

4. Mt. xix. 3-8, dealing with Dt. xxiv. I.

5. Westminster Confession, I. ix.

6. Ps. cxix. 130, RSV.

7. Westminster Confession, I. vii.

8. Cf. 2 Pet. iii.16.

9. Ep. lxxxii.

10. 1 Cor. ii:14.

11. 1 Cor. i.25; see the whole passage, i.18 ff.

12. Mt. xv.14, xxiii.16, 17, 19, 26; Jn. ix.39-41.

13. Mt. xi.25, xvi.17.

14. Jn. xiv.26, xv.26, xvi.13, 14.

15. Jn. xiv.26, xvi.12, 13, xvii.20.

16. 1 Cor. ii.4.

Bibliography

Resources On The Historical Reliability Of The New Testament

Bauckham, Richard. Jesus And The Eyewitnesses: The Gospels As Eyewitness Testimony. Eerdmans, 2006.

Bock, Darrell L., and Daniel B. Wallace. Dethroning Jesus: Exposing Popular Culture’s Quest To Unseat The Biblical Christ. Nelson, 2007.

· Bruce, F.F. The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? Eerdmans, 1981.

Ehrman, Bart D. God’s Problem: How The Bible Fails To Answer Our Most Important Question – Why We Suffer. Harper, 2008.

Ehrman, Bart D. Misquoting Jesus: The Story Behind Who Changed The Bible And Why. Harper, 2005.

Evans, Craig A. Fabricating Jesus: How Modern Scholars Distort The Gospel. IVP, 2006.

Greenlee, J. Harold. Introduction To New Testament Textual Criticism. Hendrickson, 1995.

· Keller, Timothy. The Reason For God: Belief In An Age Of Skepticism. Dutton, 2008.

Komoszewski, J. Ed., M. James Sawyer, Daniel B. Wallace. Reinventing Jesus: How Contemporary Skeptics Miss The Real Jesus And Mislead Popular Culture. Kregel, 2006.

Jones, Timothy Paul. Misquoting Truth: A Guide To The Fallacies Of Bart Ehrman’s Misquoting Jesus. IVP, 2007.

· Metzger, Bruce M. and Bart D. Erhman. The Text Of The New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, And Restoration. Oxford, 2005.

Metzger, Bruce M. A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 2nd Ed. United Bible Societies, 1994.

Packer, J.I. Fundamentalism And The Word Of God. Eerdmans, 1958.

Warfield, B.B. “The Divine And Human In The Bible” in Selected Shorter Writings Vol. 2. Editor John E. Meter. P&R, 1973.

Witherington III, Ben. What Have They Done With Jesus: Beyond Strange Theories And Bad History – Why We Can Trust The Bible. Harper, 2006.

Resources On The Canon Of The New Testament

Bruce, F.F. The Canon Of Scripture. IVP, 1988.

Dunbar, David G. “The Biblical Canon” in Hermeneutics, Authority, And Canon Editors D.A. Carson and John D. Woodbridge. Zondervan, 1986.

Ehrman, Bart D. Lost Christianities: The Battles For Scripture And The Faiths We Never Knew. Oxford, 2005.

Eusebius. The History Of The Church: From Christ To Constantine. Penguin, 1965.

· Gaffin Jr., Richard B. “The New Testament As Canon” in Inerrancy and Hermeneutic. Editor Harvie M. Conn. Baker 1990.

· Metzger, Bruce M. The Canon Of The New Testament: Its Origin, Development, And Significance. Oxford, 1997.

· Ridderbos, Herman. “The Canon of the New Testament” in Revelation And The Bible. Editor Carl H. F. Henry. Baker, 1958.

Ridderbos, Herman N. Redemptive History And The New Testament Scriptures. P&R, 1988.

Stonehouse, Ned B. “The Authority Of The New Testament” in The Infallible Word. Editors Ned B. Stonehouse and Paul Woolley. P&R, 1967.

Van Til, Cornelius. Common Grace And The Gospel. P&R, 1972.

General New Testament Introduction

· Carson, D.A., Douglas Moo, and Leon Morris. An Introduction To The New Testament. Zondervan, 1992.

Ehrman, Bart D. The New Testament: A Historical Introduction To The Early Christian Writings. Oxford, 2007.

Ferguson, Everett. Backgrounds Of Early Christianity. Eerdmans, 2003.

Guthrie, Donald. New Testament Introduction. IVP, 1990.
(Bibliography courtesy of Rev. Will Spokes, RUF at Duke University)
� See D.A. Carson, Douglas J. Moo, and Leon Morris. An Introduction to the New Testament. Zondervan, 1992 and Donald Guthrie. New Testament Introduction. IVP, 1990 for detailed discussion on the dating of each New Testament book.


� See Bruce M. Metzger and Bart D. Ehrman. The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration. Oxford, 2005. p. 52-136 for a complete description of available New Testament Manuscript evidence.


� Earliest known copy of the Gospel of Luke. Bruce M. Metzger and Bart D. Ehrman. The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration. Oxford, 2005. p. 58.


� “Although the extent of the verses preserved is so slight, in one respect this tiny scrap of papyrus possesses quite as much evidential value as would the complete codex. Just as Robinson Crusoe, seeing but a single footprint in the sand, concluded that another human being, with two feet, was present on the island with him, so P52 proves the existence and use of the fourth Gospel during the first half of the second century in a provincial town along the Nile, far removed from its traditional place of composition (Ephesus in Asia Minor). Had this little fragment been known during the middle of past century, that school of New Testament criticism which was inspired by the brilliant Tubingen professor Ferdinand Christian Baur could not have argued that the fourth Gospel was not composed until the year 160.” Bruce M. Metzger and Bart D. Ehrman. The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration. Oxford, 2005. p. 56.


� “Codex Sinaiticus is the only known complete copy of the Greek New Testament in majuscule script.” Bruce M. Metzger and Bart D. Ehrman. The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration. Oxford, 2005. p. 62.


� Adapted from http://www.carm.org/evidence/textualevidence.htm and J. Ed Komoszewski, M. James Sawyer, and Daniel B. Wallace. Reinventing Jesus: How Contemporary Skeptics Miss The Real Jesus And Mislead Popular Culture. Kregel, 2006. p. 71.


� “Besides textual evidence derived from New Testament Greek manuscripts and from early versions, the textual critic has available the numerous scriptural quotations included in the commentaries, sermons, and other treatises written by early Church Fathers. Indeed, so extensive are these citations that if all other sources for our knowledge of the text of the New Testament were destroyed, they would be sufficient alone for the reconstruction of practically the entire New Testament.” Bruce M. Metzger and Bart D. Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration. Oxford, 2005. p.126.


� F.F. Bruce. The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? Eerdmans, 1981, p. 9,10. “[T]he time elapsing between the evangelic events and the writing of most of the New Testament books was, from the standpoint of historical research, satisfactorily short. For in assessing the trustworthiness of ancient historical writings, one of the most important questions is: How soon after the events took place were they recorded?”


� Ibid. p. 10 “The evidence for our New Testament writings is ever so much greater than the evidence for many writings of classical authors, the authenticity of which no one dreams of questioning.”


� Just what we label these young adults – Generation X? Millenials? - is not terribly important, in part, because it is inexact, and, in part, because what we say here really applies to all of us.


� We will use the term ‘ground’ here as a kind of technical term and for simplicity’s sake. Historically, however, the term used in theology was principia, which is translated as “foundations” or “sources.” It is a term that has its roots in the Greek term arche, which means a beginning point, a source, or a first principle.


� Because it was Archimedes who said, “Give me a place to stand and I will move the world.”





