Can We Trust the Bible?

By Tony Goudie

It is said that the last man to know everything was the Dutch scholar Erasmus, who lived from 1466 to 1536. Of course, what that means is that Erasmus knew everything there was to know at the time, and compared to today that isn’t much.

Back then it was possible for an educated man to have read all the important books and be acquainted with just about all that was significant in science, art, philosophy, medicine, and theology. Knowledge was advancing on all fronts, but slowly.

The average person living even 150 years or so ago—before the introduction of mass transportation, television, telephones, electricity, and all the other modern conveniences we take for granted—would have felt more at home in the time of Jesus than he would in our day.

Only an arrogant fool would claim to know everything today. The sum total of knowledge is doubling in most fields at least every five years. In some it is less than that—the computer industry reinvents itself about every 18 months. So you and I actually wake up each morning more ignorant than the day before!

This could become very depressing. Can no one claim to know everything about anything any more? One can’t even expect to know everything about Erasmus. A quick Internet search for his name on Google takes 0.27 seconds, and offers 14 200 000 possible references (12 January 2010). See what I mean?

So you can’t blame people for being suspicious about the accuracy of the information in any book that is more than a few years old. And when a very old book claims to be a timeless guide to truth and a reliable guide to life, written or at least edited by an author who is reputed to know everything, one can understand why people might say, ‘Oh yeah?’

What Is the ‘Good Book’ Good For?

You’ve probably got a Bible. Most people have, even if it is left over from school or a wedding. And, most people still have a superstitious regard for it, and think twice after they have sworn by it to tell the truth, even if they are not sure why.

The Bible is still the world’s best seller. It is the most widely distributed book on earth, translated into about 2 000 languages. Millions of people believe the Bible is the Word of God passed on through inspired human minds. They become very indignant if someone questions this. But for others, the Bible is merely a collection of ancient writings that might have some historic, poetic, mythic, or inspirational value. So is this venerable book really the unquestionable, authoritative Word of God, the guide to life from the mind of our Creator? That is a fair question, and all the blustering protests about ‘heresy’ won’t make it go away.

Cause for Concern?

Why should anyone put such confidence in this book? Or to be strictly accurate, these books, because the Bible is actually a collection of many different books and writings. There are over 40 independent authors, writing in several languages, represented in the Bible. They wrote over a period of 1 500 years; that’s 60 generations. The Bible has a cast of some 2 930 people, living in 1 551 places and working in nearly 200 identifiable jobs. The majority are men, but there are 147 women mentioned by name. This is without question an impressive cross section of skills, geography, and time. 

By any standard, the Bible is a literary treasure. But is it what it claims to be: a record of God working in people’s lives and revealing his will to them? How can we be sure of that? 

A letter published in the Daily Mail last year put it this way: ‘The Rev. B. Shucksmith states that when we die we will be judged by the Word of God. That may or may not be true. Millions of people are concerned that certain passages in the Bible are being presented as the definitive Word of God. If we could see proof of the publishing deal God signed, we might start believing. Until then, why should the words of fishermen be seen as the Word of God?’

Why indeed? Even if the Bible is a record of God working in people’s lives and revealing his will to them, how can we be sure it is an accurate record? The various books, letters, poems, and stories have been copied, recopied, translated, and retranslated many times. We have never found an original manuscript. So how do we know what we have is authentic?

The Heart of the Matter

All the great works of antiquity suffer from this problem. We don’t have the originals, and often not even a version in the original language. All we have are translations, or translations of translations. Some were passed down orally for generations before they were written down.

For example, the earliest copies of Homer’s Iliad date back to the 13th century, but scholars have no doubt that what we have is essentially what Homer wrote, perhaps 700–1 100 BC. Or consider the Gallic Wars, written by Julius Caesar about the same time as the New Testament. The earliest copy of this work dates from one thousand years later. But again, historians don’t doubt that it is an authentic version of the original. Sometimes archaeologists find a scrap of papyrus or a piece of a scroll that has a fragment of an early original. These are then compared with later copies to see if something had become lost in translation. Scholars accept that the earliest versions we have of ancient authors like Josephus, Tacitus, Seutonius, Pliny, Plutarch, and Herodotus are reliable, even though hundreds or even thousands of years separate them from the writers’ original manuscripts.

But the amount of original material for many great literary works is surprisingly small. And this isn’t just true of very old works: there are no known original manuscripts of any of Shakespeare’s plays or son-nets. What happens if we judge the Bible by the same standard?

Fragments of Truth

We have more manuscripts of New Testament writings than of any other ancient book. Compared with texts of other ancient writings, the collection of biblical texts is an embarrassment of riches.

• Caesar’s Gallic Wars, written about 54 BC, survives in only nine or ten good manuscripts. The oldest one is from a time some 900 years later than Caesar’s day.

• The historian Livy (49 BC – AD 17) chronicled Rome’s history in 142 books. Only 35 survive in 20 copies. No known manuscript of Livy’s Roman History is older than the fourth century.

• The Histories of Tacitus (c. AD 100) were comprised of 14 books. Only four and a half survive. His Annals consisted of 16 volumes, or books. Ten survive in full, two in part. No existing manuscript of this writing is older than the ninth century.

• The earliest manuscript of Plato’s writings dates from a time some 1 300 years after he lived. Demosthenes’ writings are first found in manuscripts copied 1 200 years or more after his lifetime.

• Homer’s Iliad is considered by some to be the greatest of all Greek classical works. It is found in about 650 manuscripts, the most by far for any work of Greek literature.

In contrast to ancient secular writings, the Bible is the best preserved book from the ancient world. One scholarly estimate says we have more than 5 330 complete or partial Greek manuscripts of the New Testament. In addition there are about 8 000 Latin manuscripts and hundreds more in dozens of other ancient versions.

As well, there are thousands of biblical quotations in the writings of the church fathers from the early Christian era. We can compare the Greek manuscripts themselves to these quotations in the search for the original text.

‘No other work of Greek literature can boast of such numbers’, says New Testament scholar, Philip Comfort. Another scholar, Zane Hodges, says the manuscripts of the New Testament ‘are far more numerous than for any other ancient book’. There are more than 28 000 different documents, written on both papyrus and parchment, which contain all or portions of the New Testament, that have survived to our time. These have been dated reliably, and they confirm that what we have today is an accurate record of the original texts. 

But more than sheer numbers of manuscripts give witness to the Greek New Testament text. The time gap between original writing and extant copy for most classical Greek works is about 800 to 1 000 years. But some New Testament fragments date back to the 2nd century, and some date back to only 30 years or so after the documents were written.

In his book The Bible and Archaeology, Sir Frederic G Kenyon, eminent textual critic and former director and principal librarian of the British Museum, said of the New Testament: ‘The interval, then, between the dates of the original composition and the earliest extant evidence becomes so small as to be, in fact, negligible’.

Thus, New Testament scholars have abundant manuscript resources to reconstruct the original Greek text of the New Testament. We can be sure that, in almost all particulars, we have the New Testament writings as they were originally penned. The discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls showed that the same is true for the Old Testament manuscripts. In the words of Frederic Kenyon, the Bible has been ‘handed down without essential loss from generation to generation throughout the centuries’.

Church Fathers

A further witness to the New Testament text is sourced in the thousands of quotations found throughout the writings of the early Christian clergy (AD 100–450) known as the ‘church fathers’. Biblical scholars have estimated that if all the New Testament Jesus manuscripts and documents were to vanish overnight, it would still be possible to reconstruct the entire New Testament with quotations from the church fathers, with perhaps the exception of just 15–20 verses!

B F Westcott and F J A Hort, co-authors of The New Testament in Original Greek, said of the accuracy of the Bible: ‘…this is not to ignore comparative trivialities such as changes of order, or the insertion or omission of the article with proper names and so on. They are indeed there but they do not change any major doctrine, and do not affect Christianity in the slightest’.

Summing up, if we are to judge the Bible by the same standards as we judge the integrity of other ancient texts, it can be regarded as a matter of scientific fact that what we have today is an accurate record of what was originally written.

Other Valid Questions

Now this does not, of course, prove that the Bible is the word of God. But it does establish beyond all reasonable doubt what we have today is an accurate record of what the original authors and editors believed to be the word of God.

That should make us sit up and take notice. The people who wrote the New Testament either knew Jesus personally, or knew the people who did. They saw his miracles, watched as he was crucified, and were eyewitnesses of the fact of his resurrection. They were not making it up. What we have today is indeed an accurate record of what they said happened. If what they have written is true, then it has to be the most momentous information that it is possible to receive.

There are other significant questions that perhaps you need to ask about the Bible before you can be convinced that it is the word of God. What you cannot do is casually dismiss the Bible on the basis of superficial criticism, based on emotion and opinion rather than fact.

But remember—if the Bible is the word of God, there comes a time when you have to stop asking it questions, and start thinking about how you will answer the questions it asks you.

