Historicity of the New Testament

Does the New Testament contain real history, or is it full of myths, legends and exaggerations?  Liberal and conservative scholars have heatedly debated this question for centuries.  What does the evidence say?

1. Confirmations of Its Reliability

In the mid-twentieth century, Chauncey Sanders proposed an approach for verifying the historical reliability of a document, which has found general acceptance.
  He utilized three criteria: the bibliographic criterion, internal testimony and external testimony.  We will investigate each in turn.  

а. Bibliographic Criterion

The bibliographic criterion concerns the quantity and quality of manuscripts, from which the present New Testament was compiled.  The greater their number, the older their age, and the less they differ in content, the less likely that the original New Testament differs from these copies.  

Fortunately, over 5000 ancient manuscripts of the New Testament exist, with minimal variation between them.  The oldest complete copies of the New Testament still existing today date from the fourth and fifth centuries: Codex Sinaiticus, Codex Vaticanus, Codex Alexandrinus, and Codex Ephraemi.  In addition, much older fragments of the New Testament still exist, containing a few books or a few chapters, that go back to the second century, that is, about 100-150 years after the original writings.

It is interesting to compare the quantity and quality of New Testament documents with those of other ancient works, whose historical reliability is not questioned.
  In light of the following comparison, it becomes very difficult not to ascribe to the New Testament an even higher degree of veracity, than other works of antiquity.

· Ceaser – written in 1st century BC – earliest copy 900 AD – 10 copies

· Livy – written in 1st century BC –20 copies

· Tacitus – written in 1st century AD – earliest copy 1100 AD – 20 copies

· Pliny the Younger – written in 1st century AD – earliest copy 850 AD – 7 copies

· Thucydides – written in 5th century BC – earliest copy 900 AD –8 copies

· Herodotus – written in 5th century BC – earliest copy 900 AD –8 copies

· Sophocles – written in 5th century BC – earliest copy 1000 AD –100 copies

· New Testament – written in 1st century AD – earliest copies 2nd-4th c. AD – 5 000 copies

In summary, Norman Geisler comments on the bibliographic criterion in relation to the New Testament: “There are more manuscripts, earlier manuscripts, better copied manuscripts, and manuscripts written by more people who were closer to the events than for any other piece of ancient history.”
  John Feinberg agrees, 

When the NT documents are compared with other works of the ancient world… there really is no comparison.  But since the authenticity of these works is not disputed, why should the authenticity of the NT be in question?

Furthermore, we may confirm that the dates for the original writing of the New Testament lie very close to the dates of the events they record.  Many of its authors were actually eyewitnesses of these events.  Donald Guthrie, in his New Testament Introduction, offers convincing support for these claims.

b. Internal Testimony

The second criteria for affirming the historicity of a work is its internal testimony.  This refers to what the document itself says in defense of its reliability.  Here we operate on the principle of Aristotle, that one should take the contents of a document as reliable until evidence appears to reverse that judgment.  Thomas Oden observes a violation in Aristotle’s principle in that critics of New Testament reliability often reject its historicity a priori, that is, without evidence, because of preconceived assumptions. 

Often the procedure of historical biblical criticism has required first the removal of all claims of revelation, and then imposed upon all testimony the a priori claim that divine disclosure is impossible.

In favor of the reliability of the New Testament documents, Feinberg appeals to the variety found in the Gospel accounts.  Harmonization of these accounts would hint at falsification.  Feinberg comments on their historical reliability with the following words: “The Gospels and Acts seem intentionally written as documents whose purpose in part is to recount the history of Christ’s life, death, resurrection, and the history of the Early Church.”

Furthermore, the presence in the New Testament of genealogies, dates, mentions of historical figures, etc., testifies of the historicity of text.  Boyd describes many features in detail, which archeological research has confirmed.  We will list a few examples.
 

· Quirinius, governor of Syria (Luke 2:2)

· Roman census (Luke 2:1)

· “Seat of Moses” in the synagogue (Matt 23:2) 

· Prohibition for Gentiles in the temple (Acts 21:28-29)

· Use of a millstone for capital punishment in Greece (Matt 18:6)

· Pontius Pilate’s administration in Judea (Luke 3:1)

· Rabbinic custom of a Sabbath’s day journey (Acts 1:12)
· Great famine in the Roman Empire (Acts 11:28)

· “Visitation” of Zeus and Hermes to Lystra (Acts 14:11-12)

· Gatherings on Mars Hill (Acts 17:22)

· Judgement seat in Corinth (Acts 18:12) 

· Gallio as proconsul in Achaia (Acts 18:12)

· Amphitheater in Ephesus (Acts 19:29)

· Worship of Artemis in Ephesus (Acts 19:28)

· A crown of victory in sports (1 Cor 9:24-27)

· Corinth’s reputation for immorality (1 Cor 6:14-19)

· Crushing enemies beneath the feet of the victors (Eph 1:20-22)

· Weaponry used by Romans (Eph 6:11-17)

c. External Testimony

The final criterion for historical reliability of a text is the “external testimony,” which involves its confirmation by outside sources written near the time of the document in question.  Here we note that the Church Fathers without exception held the New Testament to be historically reliable.  Especially valuable is the testimony of Papias, who lived at the end of the first and beginning of the second century AD.  He had access to those who personally knew eyewitnesses of the Gospel events.  Although Papias preferred oral to written testimony, he in no way discredited the latter’s veracity.  

I shall not hesitate also to put down for you along with my interpretations whatsoever things I have at any time learned carefully from the elders and carefully remembered, guaranteeing their truth.  For I did not, like the multitude, take pleasure in those that speak much, but in those that teach the truth; not in those that relate strange commandments, but in those that deliver the commandments given by the Lord to faith, and springing from the truth itself.  If, then, any one came, who had been a follower of the elders, I questioned him in regard to the words of the elders, – what Andrew or what Peter said, or what was said by Philip, or by Thomas, or by James, or by John, or by Matthew, or by any other of the disciples of the Lord, and what things Aristion and the presbyter John, the disciples of the Lord, say.  For I did not think that what was to be gotten from the books would profit me as much as what came from the living and abiding voice (Eusebius, Church History, 3.39.3-4).
d. Other Arguments 

We may offer still more proofs in defense of New Testament narrative.  One might expect that someone would have recorded and preserved a faithful rendition of the life of Jesus.  Without doubt, Jesus was a great and influential person of his time in the context of Palestinian Judaism.  Naturally, someone would have recorded his history, as is done for all notable historical figures.

One must also consider the unique position the first disciples occupied in church history.  If the Gospel writers were really of a later date, then one must inquire why the earlier disciples wrote nothing?  They certainly were more favorably positioned to write Jesus’ history than later writers were.  Along with this, as noted above, the New Testament contains a quotation from Jesus not found in the Gospels (Acts 20:35).  This indicates that besides the Gospel writers, others living at that time were preserving the life and teachings of Jesus.

In addition, if more theologically “developed” parts of the New Testament (or fulfilled Old Testament prophecies) were penned by later authors, then these later authors wrote under a pseudonym.  It is claimed that in Bible times such a practice was considered acceptable as an ordinary literary device.  Nonetheless, what is considered “normal” in societal practice is not always welcome in the Church.
  This is not simply a question of literary convention, but also one of honesty.  To write under another’s name is an intentional deception and not acceptable for a person of faith, even less so for a writer of Holy Scripture.  Additionally, to write under a pseudonym is to assume prophetic or apostolic authority that the writer, in reality, does not possess.  Thus, such a writer is not only a deceiver, but also a thief. 

Weeks notes that historical details in such books as 2 Peter and 2 Timothy confirm their authorship by Peter and Paul respectively, and refute the claim that others wrote these epistles.  For example, how could someone living in the second century honestly write that he was an “eyewitness of His majesty” (2 Pet 1:16), or that “the time of my departure has come” (2 Tim 4:6)?
 

Finally, in the course of time, many archeological excavations have uncovered material that endorses the New Testament narratives.
  Many examples of how research confirmed the biblical account, opposed to what secular historians previously believed, are found in the second volume of this series, in chapter 7, the “Inspiration of Scripture,” in the section on “Biblical Phenomena.”

2. Objections to the Historicity of the New Testament

а. The Nature of Historical Research

Critics of New Testament historicity advance a number of objections that one must consider.  The initial one concerns the nature of historical research.  First, it is claimed that a historian cannot completely avoid his own subjective perspective on historical facts.  One’s personal worldview and presuppositions always affect his/her view on a topic.  Second, a historian is rarely an eyewitness of the events he/she records.  Third, the historian does not possess the full story of what occurred.  Fourth, from the information available to him, the historian chooses what he/she considers necessary and important.  Finally, when organizing his/her material, the historian may introduce some inaccuracies.  In the end, the version the historian tells may significantly differ from what really happened.

 In response, one can note that the gathering and organization of historical material does not necessarily have to lead to its distortion.  In addition, historical research is not simply a subjective exercise by historians.  They are dealing with real events, to which their version of them must correspond, and there exist objective data about those events, which historians must consider in composing their narratives.
  Also, the fact that different historians emphasize different aspects of the same event in no way invalidates their narrative.  There can be different versions of the same history, and they can all be accurate, reflecting different vantage points.  Finally, in most cases of New Testament narrative, the history was written by an eyewitness of the events or a close associate. 

Critics of New Testament history also insist that the Bible must pass the same critical analysis, to which all other ancient literature is subject.  They appeal to so-called standard criteria established by the 19th-century German scholar, Ernst Troeltsch.
  

Troeltsch’s first of three principles is called the “principle of methodological doubt.”  According to this maxim, a historian can never reproduce an historical event with absolute accuracy and precision.  One can always subject any narrative to criticism, reinvestigate the data, and interpret the event differently.  The second principle is the “principle of analogy.”  We evaluate what could have possibly happened in the past on the basis of what happens in the present.  If something is not observed to occur today, then it could not have occurred in the past either.  The third is the “principle of correlation.”  Every historical event has a cause that we can discover.  Therefore, since God’s actions cannot be proven empirically, one cannot claim that God caused a certain action.

As a result, adherents of this approach are not able to accept as true biblical accounts of miracles or fulfillment or prophecy.  They consider miracles as myths or exaggerations.  They also feel that fulfilled prophecy is really the recounting of an event that already happened as if it was still in the future.  Correspondingly, they date the writing of prophetic material after the date the events, which are recorded in it, took place.

Although one may easily dispute these principles, unfortunately they remain the basis for the so-called historical-critical method of biblical interpretation.  According to this system, God is not able to do anything independently, that is, perform miracles.  He must work exclusively by natural means, through the efforts of people. 

In answer to these principles, we respond that Troeltsch’s principles themselves are unsubstantiated.
  On what basis must we adopt his principles of historicity?  The fact is that his system is fraught with difficulties.  First, one must differentiate that, which usually occurs, from that, which can occur, but happens rarely.  People today do not regularly walk on the moon, but that does not mean it never occurred.
  

In this regard, William Payne insightfully notes, “A narrative of fact can only be said to be contrary to experience if we, being at the time and place in question, observe that the alleged event did not in fact take place.”
  Pannenberg adds the thought that one must investigate each miracle claim individually, in order to verify its likelihood.
  Casserley reminds us, “The fact is that the improbable does occur.”

Second, Troeltsch’s system works off the assumption that supernatural events cannot occur.  Yet, on what basis can he state that God cannot do miracles?  Who can dictate to God what He can and cannot do?

b. Exaggeration of New Testament History by the Early Church 

Critics also claim that the Early Church exaggerated facts in the history of Jesus.  The early Christians created the miracle stories and his claims to deity in order to glorify the founder of their faith. 

We may make several comments in response.
  First, we note that those who wrote Jesus’ history were none other than his closest disciples.  Carson correctly states that their faith in Jesus does not necessarily mean that they introduced distortions into his story: “The faith stance of the Evangelists cannot be used to devaluate their testimony.”

Casserley compares the character of New Testament writers with writers of mystical religion of that time:

Certainly the early Christians did not believe that the speech in terms of which they communicated the gospel was mythic.  In the Gentile world they were face to face with forms of religious proclamation which were quite frankly mythic, and they laid their stress precisely upon the great distinguishing characteristic of Christianity, i.e. that whereas other forms of religion were using mythic speech, they, in proclaiming the gospel, were using historic speech.

The genre “mythology” is characterized by certain features that enable readers to recognize it.  Such features are absent in New Testament narrative.  It is written in serious historical style.  Additionally, elsewhere in the New Testament we encounter warnings not to diverge from the gospel.  If the gospel itself was a distortion of fact, then why do the apostles so fervently insist on preserving its purity?
 

Those who acknowledge the historical reliability of the New Testament readily concur that the Gospels were written with the goal not only to record Jesus’ life, but to teach other truths as well.  At the same time, the fact that the Gospel writers teach theological and Christological truths by means of the narrative in no way implies that the history is fabricated.  The instructional value of the narrative does not diminish its historical value, as Moreland writes, “The fact that the Gospels are kerygmatic does not rule out their historic dimension, especially when they emphasize the inseparability of the historical and the theological in the understanding of the incarnation.”
 

Moreover, the New Testament narrative, in general, was composed by eyewitnesses.  As mentioned earlier, in his book, New Testament Introduction, Donald Guthrie convincingly demonstrates this.  So then, the New Testament authors knew well what occurred, and what did not.  

For example, Papias, the first-second century church leader, testified that Peter, an eyewitness to the Gospel events, contributed to the writing of Mark’s Gospel.  Papias also related that Matthew, another of the Twelve disciples, also wrote of Christ: “Matthew put together the oracles [of the Lord] in the Hebrew language, and each one interpreted them as best he could.”
  Finally, it is directly stated that the author of the Fourth Gospel was an eyewitness to the events recorded therein (see John 21:24). 

Furthermore, the apostle John, who lived until the end of the first century, was able to scrutinize alleged gospel works purported to be true history.  In addition, the Gospels in many respects parallel one another, and later Gospel writers had opportunity to correct errors in earlier Gospels, but did not.
  In other words, Matthew did not correct Mark, John did not correct Matthew, etc.  

We must also consider that the Early Church valued the testimony of eyewitnesses, which demonstrates its interest in genuine history.  For example, when the apostles chose a replacement for Judas Iscariot, it was imperative that the candidate was a witness of the earthly life and resurrection of Christ (Acts 1:21-22).  The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews assured his readers that the testimony of Christ “was confirmed to us by those who heard” (Heb 2:3).  Finally, John and the other apostles testified to “what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the Word of Life” (1 Jn 1:1).
 

As was mentioned above, Moreland advances the following arguments in defense of an early date for Mark’s Gospel.  First, the Book of Acts was clearly written before the death of the apostle Paul (64 AD) and the destruction of Jerusalem (70 AD), since the book makes no mention of these crucial historical events.  Second, the Gospel of Luke was written before the Book of Acts, the latter being the second volume of Luke’s works (see Luke 1:3 and Acts 1:1).  Third, if Luke employed the Gospel of Mark in writing his own, then Mark’s Gospel chronologically precedes Luke’s and becomes a very early witness to the earthly life of Jesus, dating from the mid-first century.
  

We also recall that the Gospel writers drew on materials from very early sources, which predated their writings (see discussion above).  So then, there was very little time before the Gospels were written for legends or exaggerations to creep in to the narrative of Jesus’ life.  The Gospels themselves, in fact, were written in the mid-first century, literally a few decades after the earthly career of Christ.  Moreland makes the following interesting observation:

A. N. Sherwin-White, a scholar of ancient Roman and Greek history at Oxford, has studied the rate at which legend accumulated in the ancient world, using the writings of Herodutus as a test case.  He argues that even a span of two generations is not sufficient for legend to wipe out a solid core of historical facts.

A very helpful verse for our study is 1 Corinthians 16:22, which reads, “If anyone does not love the Lord, he is to be accursed. Maranatha.”  The term “maranatha” is not Greek, but Aramaic, and means “Our Lord comes."  Clearly, this expression arose and was used in Aramaic-speaking congregations, that is, in the churches of Palestine.  This indicates that not only Greek, but also Jewish believers called Jesus “Lord” at a very early period of church history.

Similarly, many share the opinion that in Philippians 2:6-11, Colossians 1:15-18, and 1 Timothy 3:16, Paul borrows material from early Christian hymns proclaiming the deity of Christ, which were sung in the churches.
  If that be so, it would have great significance, since it again testifies of faith in the deity of Jesus in the Early Church.  Liberal theologians claim that the first Christian believers did not believe Jesus to be God, but that this teaching appeared during the time of the apostle Paul.  Yet, if Paul borrowed these hymns from the Church, then they provide a strong testimony that the Church from the beginning considered Jesus to be God. 

It is also significant that the New Testament not infrequently refers to the passing on of tradition.  Several times Paul mentioned that the Church’s teaching was passed down from the first disciples and eyewitnesses of the Gospel events (see 1 Cor 11:2; 15:3-8; Gal 2:1-10; 2 Thess 2:15; 3:6).  It can be confidently assumed, then, that the apostles concerned themselves with the faithful transmission of the historical facts about Christ.

Additionally, in the early centuries of Christianity there existed so-called Apocryphal Gospels, written in the second century, which told a very different story about Jesus.  Yet, the Early Church rejected them.  This means that there was a standard used by the Early Church for judging the quality of works claiming to be true Gospels.  The fact that the Church rejected the historicity of the Apocryphal Gospels indicates that it accepted the four canonical Gospels as the standard of truth.  If all the Gospels, canonical as well as apocryphal, were false, then how did the Early Church distinguish one from another?

It is curious to note that many aspects of Jesus’ teaching are absent in the epistles of the apostles, and vice versa.  For example, Jesus often taught in parables, spoke of the Kingdom of God, and referred to himself as the Son of Man, yet the epistles contain little along these lines.  On the other hand, in the Gospels, Jesus says little about questions that concerned the Early Church, like the questions of circumcision, spiritual gifts, water baptism, etc.  If the Early Church created Jesus’ history in order to address issues of their own time, then why are these topics so little discussed?
 

Furthermore, Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 7:12, 25 reveal that New Testament writers distinguished their personal teaching from Jesus’ teaching.  It is therefore doubtful that they changed the teaching or history of Jesus to communicate their own views through them.
   

In addition, is it highly unlikely that the earliest disciples, being Jews and monotheists, deified Jesus, considering him to be God.  In Israel’s history, there was never an instance when a Jew attributed deity to another human.  For Jews, this was blasphemy of the highest order.  Even if it was Gentile believers who first “deified” Jesus, would the Jewish believers have tolerated this? 

As far as Jesus’ miracles, mentioned in the New Testament narrative, Longenecker correctly concludes that the life of Jesus, void of these supernatural elements, would not have left such an impression on history as it has.
  Nash applies this idea to Jesus’ teachings as well: 

Instead of assuming that the early church fabricated stories about Jesus to help it deal with its problems, it makes better sense to assume that practical relevance led the church to preserve some statements originally made by Jesus.

Sproul adds the thought that telling the true story about Jesus is a better method for inspiring the Gospel reader than creating legends about him.  Myths do not reflect reality.  Casserley agrees that examples have meaning for real life when they are taken from real life.
  

Moreover, one must not overlook the apostles’ character.  In their day, they became great teachers of morality.  It is very unlikely that they would promote fabrications about Jesus.  Along with this, members of the Early Church were disciples of the great Teacher of morals, Jesus Christ, whose teaching would not allow falsification of his history.
 

We must also note the absence of objections by people living in the first century about the contents of the Gospels.  Moreland asks, “Christianity began, and remained for some time, in the area where Jesus ministered.  If the early portrait of him was untrue, how could the apostles succeed there?  Why would they have begun there in the first place?”
  If the contemporaries of Jesus and the apostles did not question the historicity of the New Testament, then what right do certain scholars have, living twenty centuries later, to challenge it?

Possibly the most convincing proofs of the historicity of the New Testament narrative of Jesus is the fact that the apostles were ready to endure torment and suffering, even giving up their lives for their testimony of him (of his life, miracles, death and resurrection).  It is impossible that such a large number of people would willingly suffer in defense of accounts they knew to be untrue.
  We will discuss this more in the next chapter.  

c. Alleged Historical and Geographical Inconsistencies in the New Testament

Those who reject New Testament historicity point out alleged historical and geographic inconsistencies in it, which seem to undermine its veracity.  We investigate this claim in the second volume of this series, chapter 7, “Inspiration of Scripture,” and Appendix D, “Biblical Phenomena.” 

d. The Possibility of Miracles 

For the most part, those who challenge the historicity of the New Testament doubt the miraculous elements in it.  Such people embrace an empirical or materialistic worldview that makes no room for the miraculous. 

A discussion of the possibility of miracles is found in chapter 15 of the third volume in this series.  In addition, the following chapter is devoted to the greatest of all New Testament miracles – the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. 

e. Distortion of Material during Transmission 

The final objection we will consider is the question as to whether the New Testament contents underwent corruption during the process of copying the original New Testament texts.  If so, then we do not have access to reliable eyewitness accounts of Jesus’ life.

In response, we simply recall the existence of numerous manuscripts, whose dates go back to the early years of Christianity.  All of them agree concerning the deity of Jesus, his miracle ministry, his death, and his resurrection.  No ancient New Testament manuscript exists that denies these truths.  

For a more detailed examination of the process of New Testament copying and transmission, see the second volume in this series, chapter 6, “Textual Criticism.”  
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