
MORE REASONS WE CAN TRUST THE BIBLE 
CHAPTER 6 

 

First, let’s consider  the trustworthiness of the New Testament.
i 

 
1)  We have a great quantity of highly reliable copies of books of the New 

Testament.   
There are more than 5,660 ancient Greek manuscripts of the New Testament from  
close to the time when the originals were written.  Furthermore, these copies are from  
many different geographical areas.    
“ In addition to the Greek manuscripts, we also have translations of the gospels in  
other languages at a relatively early time.  For example, there are more than 8,000  
ancient Latin copies of the New Testament.  Even if we had no Greek manuscripts  
today, by piecing together the information from these translations we could actually  
reproduce the contents of the New Testament.  In addition to that, even if we lost all  
the Greek manuscripts and the early translations we could still reproduce the  
contents of the New Testament from the multiplicity of quotations in  
commentaries, sermons, letters, and so forth of the early church fathers.” ii 

 
“ The abundance of manuscript copies, about 24,970 manuscripts in all, makes it  
possible to reconstruct the original with virtually complete accuracy.”  iii  
 
The oldest portion of the New Testament we have today is from the Gospel of John.  
It is called John Rylands Fragment (P52).  Scholars have dated this portion of John’s 
gospel to about 125AD.  The interesting thing about this scrap is that it was found in a 
community along the Nile River in Egypt, far from Ephesus where the gospel of John 
was written. 

 
 
Two papyrus fragments of the Gospel of John dating from A.D. 100-150.  They are in the John 
Rylands Library and are the earliest extant manuscripts of any part of the New Testament.iv 

 



2)  There is a remarkably small gap of time between the or iginal New Testament 
wr itings and the oldest existing manuscr ipt copies. 

 
RELIABILITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT DOCUMENTS 

Author  &  Book 
 

Time Gap between the 
Or iginal and Ear liest Copy 

Number of Existing 
Copies 

 
Herodotus, History ca. 1,350 yrs. 8 

Thucydides, History ca. 1,300 yrs. 8 
Plato ca. 1,300 yrs. 7 
Demosthenes ca.1,400 yrs. 200 
Caesar, Gallic Wars ca. 1,000 yrs. 10 
Livy, History of Rome ca. 400 yrs. 

ca. 1,000 yrs. 
1 partial 
19 copies 

Tacitus, Annals ca. 1,000 yrs. 20 
Pliny Secundus,  
Natural History 

ca. 750 yrs.  7 

New Testament fragment of a book:  50 yrs. 
books of the NT:  100 yrs. 
most of the NT:  150 yrs. 
complete NT:  225 yrs. 

5,366 

� � � � � (Dr. Norman Geisler)v��
�

“ Even if someone deliberately or by accident emended or corrupted a manuscript, it 
would be corrected by the many other manuscripts available.  To sum up; unless we want 
to throw a blanket over all of history and say that there is nothing knowable about the 
past, no history that can be trusted, no Grecian or Roman history, no Aristotle or Plato 
or Socrates, we had better not make any claims against the historicity and accuracy of 
the New Testament.  The New Testament documents are far more numerous, older, 
demonstrably more accurate historically, and have been examined by a far greater 
battery of scholars, both friend and foe, than all the other ancient manuscripts put 
together.  They have met the test impeccably!” vi 
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There are some minor variants in the biblical manuscripts.  However… 
·  Such variants are relatively rare in the copied manuscripts. 
·  In most cases, we know which variant is wrong from the context or the 

parallel passages. 
·  In no case do the variants affect any doctrine of Scripture. 
·  The variants actually vouch for the accuracy of the copying process, since the 

scribes who copied them knew that mistakes existed in the manuscripts, still 
they were duty-bound to copy what the text said. 

·  The variants don’ t affect the message of the Bible. (For example, one 
manuscript copy reads “Holy, Holy is our God” when most other texts read 
“Holy, Holy, Holy is our God”). 

 
Dr. Norman Geisler reminds us that a distinction can be made between the text and its 
message, for one can receive a text with mistakes and still receive 100% of the message.  
He gives the following example:  Suppose you receive a message from Western Union as 
follows: 

#ou have won seven million dollars! 
 
No doubt, you would be excited about the message even though there is obviously a 
mistake.  Now, suppose on the same day you receive an e-mail that reads: 
 

Y#u have won seven million dollars! 
 
And then later you receive a message in the mail that reads. 
 

You #ave won seven million dollars! 
 
Would you say… ” I’m disturbed by the variants and mistakes in these messages?”   
Probably not.  No doubt you would gladly pick up your money. 
 
Two things are important to note about this example… 

1)  Even with one sentence - mistake and all – 100 % of the message comes through. 
2)  Because in each message the mistake is in a different place we can have 

confirmation of every other letter in the original intended message.vii 
 

3)  The authors of the New Testament were in a position to repor t accurate 
histor ical information. 
Matthew, John and Peter were apostles.  Paul and James were later recognized as 
apostles.  Luke was Paul’s companion and “beloved physician.”   Mark was Peter’s 
companion.  Papias, who wrote in about A.D. 125, affirmed that Mark had carefully 
and accurately recorded Peter’s eyewitness observations.  In fact, Papias said Mark 
“made no mistake”  and did not include “any false statement.” viii   

 
 
 



Irenaeus writing in about A.D. 180 confirmed the traditional authorship of the gospels.  
He wrote…  
“ Matthew published his own Gospel among the Hebrews in their own tongue, when  
Peter and Paul were preaching the Gospel in Rome and founding the church there.   
After their departure, Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, himself handed  
down to us in writing the substance of Peter’s preaching.  Luke, the follower of Paul,  
set down in a book the Gospel preached by his teacher.  Then John, the disciple of the  
Lord, who also leaned on his breast, himself produced his Gospel while he was living  
at Ephesus in Asia.” ix 
 
4)  The New Testament was wr itten dur ing the first century of Chr istianity which 

was dur ing the lifetimes of eyewitnesses. 
 “ The standard scholarly dating, even in very liberal circles, is still within the  
lifetimes of various eyewitnesses of the life of Jesus, including hostile eyewitnesses  
who would have served as a corrective if false teachings about Jesus were going  
around.” x 

 
If the gospels were not true, all someone would have to do was to say, “Hey, wait a  
minute! I was there and it didn’ t happen that way!”  

 
5)  The New Testament wr iters would have wanted to preserve accurate history.   

The apostles were dying out, so it would have been very important to the New 
Testament writers to preserve their teachings.  (See Luke 1:1-4; John 20:31)  These 
writers had nothing to gain except criticism, prison, beatings and death.   

 
6)  Ancient cultures meticulously cultivated the ar t of memor ization.   

Thus, we don’ t have to worry about the time Jesus actually taught from the time these 
teachings and events were written down. 

 
Books and scrolls were rare and expensive in that culture.  They didn’ t have  
computers, printing presses, television, video, recorders, etc.  In ancient days, school 
children would memorize Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey.  Rabbis would memorize all 
the Old Testament.  Many Muslims have been known to memorize the entire Koran.  
Bhandanta Vicitsara recited 16,000 pages of Buddhist canonical text in Yangon, 
Myanmar (formerly Rangoon, Burma) in May, 1974. 

 
7)  The differences among the gospels exactly fit the patterns of ancient storytelling. 

Remember—no electricity in those days.   At night the community would gather and 
tell sacred stories.  It was customary to tell sacred stories with some very minor 
changes.  It was entertaining, creative, and enjoyable to tell a story in a different way.   

 
 
 
 
 
 



In storytelling, the ancient people did not feel it that important, as we do today, to “ tell  
the story in strictly chronological order or even to quote people verbatim, as long as  
the essence of what they said was preserved.  Ancient Greek and Hebrew didn’ t even  
have a symbol for quotation marks.” xi 
 
One study suggested that in the ancient Middle East, anywhere from 10 to 40% of any  
given retelling of sacred tradition could vary from one occasion to the next.  However,  
there were always fixed points that were unalterable, and the community had the right  
to intervene and correct the storyteller if he or she erred on those important aspects of  
the story.  In the ancient world the importance was not seen in quotation, but rather in  
getting the gist of the teaching right. 
 
8)  The literary genre of the gospels most resembles that of other  trustworthy 

histor ies and biographies from the ancient wor ld. 
 
9)  The presence of details which would embarrass the apostles suppor ts the 

Gospel’s histor icity. 
If the apostles were just making it all up, why would they include that they 
disbelieved, misunderstood and even denied Jesus?  Why would they record that they 
argued at times and acted like cowards? 

 
10) The testimony of non-Chr istian wr iters confirms the general contours of 

Chr ist’s life. 
Ancient writers/historians did not write much about religious matters.  They wrote  
about political rulers, emperors, kings, military leaders and battles.  With this in mind,  
it is remarkable how much is recorded about Jesus by ancient non- Christian writers. 
“ We have better historical documentation for Jesus than for the founder of any other  
ancient religion…One expert documented thirty-nine ancient sources (outside of the  
Bible) that corroborate more than one hundred facts concerning Jesus’  life,  
teachings, crucifixion and resurrection.” xii 

 
11) Archaeology has confirmed the circumstantial details in the New Testament. 
 
12) The testimony of other  ear ly Chr istian wr iters suppor ts most of the rest of the 

details.  
These early Christian writers were people who had left their former lives.  The early 
Christians had not always been Christians.  They all had non-Christian backgrounds 
and traditions and then became followers of Christ.  To say that their testimony is too 
biased because they believed what they were saying is like saying you are 
disqualified from writing about history if you believe the things you’ re writing about 
actually happened. 

 
 
 
 
 



Now, let’s consider  the trustworthiness of the Old Testament. 
 
When it comes to the Old Testament, it is the careful copying techniques of the 
ancient scr ibes that can give us confidence that the or iginal message has been 
accurately and faithfully preserved. 
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Many of us have enjoyed playing “ the telephone game.”   You whisper a sentence or a 
story into someone’s ear and they in turn whisper the message into someone else’s ear.  
On and on it goes until the last person has to report the message he or she has received.  
Most of the time, the story is very different than the original.  
  
What evidence do we have that the same sor t of thing did not happen with the 
message of the Bible over  the years?  What confidence do we have that the or iginal 
content of the Bible has not been edited, altered or  changed? 
 
An important point to remember is that when the Bible is translated into English or 
another language, scholars do not use more recent versions or translations as their source.  
Rather, they use the oldest and most reliable manuscripts of the Old and New Testament. 
 
Also, consider what has been learned about the careful copying techniques used in 
transmitting the Bible. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Careful Copying Techniques: 
The scribes who copied the Bible were trained professionals with very strict 
standards and rules.   
For example, the rules for the Talmudists (A.D. 100–500) included: 

·  The copyist must sit in full Jewish dress and be recently bathed. 
·  He should not begin to write the name of God with a pen newly dropped 

in ink. 
·  If a king addresses the scribe while writing the divine name, the scribe 

should ignore him. 
·  If there was one mistake on a scroll it was destroyed, if it was intended to 

be a master. 
·  No word or letter must be written from memory without the scribe looking 

at the codex before him. 
·  Only a master could be used – no duplicates of duplicates allowed. 
·  Between every consonant the width of a hair or thread must intervene. 
·  Between every section, the breadth of nine consonants must intervene. 
·  Between every book, three lines must intervene. 
·  The fifth book of Moses must terminate exactly with a line, but the rest 

need not do so. 
 
The Massoretes who followed (A.D. 500-900) likewise exercised great care in 
copying.  As Frederick Kenyon noted in Our Bible and the Ancient Manuscripts, 
“ They numbered the verses, words, and letters of every book.  They calculated the 
middle verse, the middle word and the middle letter of each.  They enumerated 
verses which contained all the letters of the alphabet, or a certain number of 
them; and so on.  These trivialities, as we may rightly consider them, had yet the 
effect of securing minute attention to the precise transmission of the text; and they 
are but an excessive manifestation of a respect for the sacred scriptures which in 
itself deserves nothing but praise.  The Massoretes were indeed anxious that not 
one jot nor tittle, not one smallest letter nor one tiny part of a letter, of the Law 
should pass away or be lost.” xiii 

 
Fur ther  regulations these ancient scr ibes adhered to were as follows:xiv 

·  They could only use clean animal skins to write on. 
·  They could have no less than forty eight and no more than sixty lines on a page. 
·  The ink must be black of a special recipe. 
·  They must verbalize aloud each word while they were writing it. 
·  They must wipe the pen and wash their entire bodies before writing the word 

God. 
·  If three pages required correction, the entire document must be replaced. 
·  The letter, words and paragraphs must be counted. 
·  The document becomes invalid if two letters even touch each other 
·  All documents could only be stored in sacred places. 
·  All old and worn documents were buried with ceremonial pomp. 
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Dr. Gleason Archer, (a Harvard graduate who has taught graduate level seminary in the 
field of Biblical criticism and learned over 30 languages, most of them languages of Old 
Testament times in the Middle Eastern world) in his book entitled Encyclopedia of Bible 
Difficulties said this... 
 

"As I have dealt with one apparent discrepancy after another and have studied the 
alleged contradictions between the biblical record and the evidence of linguistics, 
archaeology, or science, my confidence in the trustworthiness of Scripture has 
been repeatedly verified and strengthened by the discovery that almost every 
problem in Scripture that has ever been discovered by man, from ancient times 
until now, has been dealt with in a completely satisfactory manner by the biblical 
text itself - or else by objective archaeological information." 

 
Dr. Norman Geisler, said he has made it a hobby of collecting “alleged conflicts or 
mistakes”  in the Bible.  In fact, he has written a book called “When Critics Ask”  in which 
he devoted more than 570 pages to the “alleged contradictions or mistakes.”  Dr. Geisler 
said this… 

 
“ I  have a list of about 800 of them.  Of the 800 allegations I ’ve studied, I  
haven’ t found one single error in the Bible, but I ’ve found a lot of errors by the 
critics… When it has been proven to be accurate over and over again in 
hundreds of details, the burden of proof is on the critic, not the Bible.” xv    
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Christianity does not claim that there is no truth in other religious books.  It only 
claims that the Bible is true and whatever is contradictory to the Bible is false.xvi  
 
Imagine the following:  Three people are asked the question, “What is the capital 
of the United States?”   One person answers, “ New York.”  Another person 
answers, “Washington D.C.”  The other answers, “Toledo.”   It wouldn’ t matter 
how sincere they were about their answers; only one answer is correct.  They 
can’ t all be true and contradict each other at the same time.  Further, it should not 
be considered arrogant and narrow-minded to say that only one of their answers is 
correct. 
 
“Likewise, if the Bible declares that Jesus died on the cross and rose from the 
dead (1 Corinthians 15), and the Qur’an teaches that he did not (Sura 4:157), both 
books cannot be true on such a crucial teaching.  One of them has to be wrong. 
Further, if the writings of Joseph Smith teach that there are many gods, which 
they do,xvii and the Bible declares that there is only one God, as it does, then both 
of these writings cannot be true.  If the Bible is true, Smith is wrong; if Smith is 
right, the Bible is wrong.” xviii     
 
Belief in reincarnation is common to some religions, such as Hinduism and 
Buddhism. The Bible says, “man is destined to die once, and after that to face 
judgment.”   (Hebrews 9:27)   Both beliefs can’ t be true.  One must be false. 
Buddhism denies the existence of a personal God.  Christianity affirms the 
existence of a personal God.  Again, one religion is wrong about this. 
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Press, 2003), 38.  
 
xvii “By 1844 Smith came to believe that ‘God himself, who sits in yonder heavens, is a 
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