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Week Two – Building a Case for the Gospels’ Reliability 
 

What’s at stake here? 

- How important is it to your own faith to have confidence in the Gospel’s reliability? 

- How would answer someone who asked you why you believe in Jesus? 

- Let’s put to the Gospels to the historical test.  

Do we have copies of the work that are reasonably close to the originals? 

- No other writing competes with the New Testament in number or date of MSS. 

Author / Writings / Date Number of MSS Earliest MSS 

Tacitus Annals (100 AD) 1 AD 900/1100 

Aristotle’s Poetics (343 BC) 5 AD 1100 

History of Thucydides (460-400 BC) 8 AD 900 

Caesar’s Gallic Wars (58-50 BC) 10 AD 950 

Homer’s Iliad (750-650 BC) 643 AD 250 

New Testament (50-95 AD) 
Greek: 5500+ 

Total: 24,000+ 
AD 130 

- These numbers include manuscript fragments. We have five virtually complete copies of 
the New Testament from 250-350 years after it was written. By contrast the earliest full 
copy of the Iliad comes over 900 years after it was written. 

- Our manuscripts of the New Testament are found in many different geographic regions, 
which makes it much easier to determine the original test faithfully.  

- This week I’ll blog about whether the text has been corrupted through the centuries. 

 

Do non-believing historians confirm basic features of the Gospel story? 

- Pliny (governor of Bithynia, writing to Emperor Trajan in AD 110) 
 
“They [former Christians] assured me that the sum total of their error consisted in the fact 
that they regularly assembled on a certain day before daybreak. They recited a hymn 
responsively to Christus as if to a god, and bound themselves with an oath not to commit 
any crime, but to abstain from theft, robbery, adultery, breach of faith, and embezzlement 
of property entrusted to them. After this it was their custom to separate, and then to come 
together again to partake of a meal, but of an ordinary and innocent one.” 

 



Can We Trust the Gospels? 6 

- Thallus (mid-50s, quoted by Julius Africanus in the third-century) 
 

As Julius discusses the prolonged darkness that the Gospels report happened when Jesus 
was crucified, he notes that “in the third book of his history Thallus calls this darkness an 
eclipse of the sun – wrongly in my opinion.” The point for us is that Thallus considers the 
need to explain such a darkness, which indicates that it happened. (See Matthew 27.45; 
Mark 15.33; Luke 23.44) 

- Suetonius (AD 120, in vol. 5 of his Lives of the Caesars) 
 

In referring to Emperor Claudius’ kicking all the Jews out of Rome in AD 49, Suetonius notes 
that Claudius “expelled the Jews from Rome, since they were always making disturbances 
because of the instigator Chrestus.” Luke also reports this event in Acts 18.2, and it is likely 
that by “Chrestus,” a common name among Gentiles but not Jews, Suetonius means Jesus 
(mistaking the Latin form of the Jewish title “Christus” for the common name “Chrestus.” 

- Lucian of Samosata (AD 165, in The Death of Peregrinus) 
 

In this book Lucian blames Christians for the ruin of a philosopher named Peregrinus, 
because they discouraged the worship of Peregrinus’ traditional gods. In this work Lucian 
refers to Christ (though not by name) as “that other whom they [Christians] still worship, 
the man who was crucified in Palestine because he introduced this new cult into the world. . 
. . It was impressed on them by their original lawgiver that they are all brothers, from the 
moment that they are converted, and deny the gods of Greece, and worship the crucified 
sage, and live after his laws.”  

- Tacitus (AD 115, Annals 15.44; widely regarded as extremely accurate) 
 

“Consequently, to get rid of the report  (that Nero himself had set fire to part of Rome), 
Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their 
abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the named had its 
origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our 
procurators, Pontius Pilate, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the 
moment, again broke out not only in Judea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome, 
where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the world find their centre and 
become popular. Accordingly, an arrest was first made of all who pleaded guilty (to being 
Christians); then, upon their information, an immense multitude was convicted, not so much 
of firing the city, as of hatred against mankind. Mockery of every sort was added to their 
deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and perished, or were 
nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames and burnt, to serve as a nightly 
illumination, when daylight had expired.”  
 
This confirms the Gospels’ reports that Jesus was crucified during the reign of Tiberius (AD 
14-37) and under Pontius Pilate (AD 26-36). It also acknowledges that despite this serious 
defeat as well as a generally bad reputation, Christianity spread remarkably far and fast. 

- Josephus (AD 94, Jewish Antiquities 18.3.3) 
 

“About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to call him a man. For he 
was a doer of wonderful works and a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. 
He drew over to him both many of the Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. 
When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of the highest standing among us, had 
condemned him to be crucified, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him. On the 
third day he appeared to them restored to life, for the prophets of God had prophesied these 
and countless other marvelous things about him. And the tribe of Christians, so named from 
him, has still to this day not disappeared.” 
 
What’s wrong with this quote? (It has probably been tampered with. But . . .) 
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“About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to call him a man. For he 
was a doer of wonderful works and a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. 
He drew over to him both many of the Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. 
When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of the highest standing among us, had 
condemned him to be crucified, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him. On the 
third day he appeared to them restored to life, for the prophets of God had prophesied these 
and countless other marvelous things about him. And the tribe of Christians, so named from 
him, has still to this day not disappeared.” 

- It is historically impossible that Jesus of Nazareth simply didn’t exist, to say the least.  

Does archaeology support the reliability of the Gospels? 

- Archaeology cannot prove anything one way or another. We just know too little. 

- Be suspicious of people on either side who make archaeology do too much. 

- Here are some archaeological finds that support the Gospels: 

1. The Dead Sea Scrolls – Though the DSS say nothing direct about Jesus or the Christian 
movement, they confirm the Gospels’ portrait of first century Judaism and in many 
ways help us understand the historical context better than before.  

2. Bethsaida – Recent excavations of Bethsaida have confirmed the Scriptures’ picture of 
it as a fishing village on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee. Also, a jar with a cross 
was found in 1994 and dates sometime before AD 67, which confirms that a movement 
existed there centering on a crucified leader. 

3. Galilean fishing boat – In 1986 a sunken fishing boat was found in the Sea of Galilee 
that dates back to the first century. At 8.2 by 2.3 meters, it is large enough to hold 13 
people, the number necessary for Jesus and his followers to cross the Sea (Mark 4.36-
37). It is also fairly shallow, which confirms Mark’s report that during storms their boats 
took on water (Mark 4.37). 

4. The “Pilate stone” – In 1962 a first-century Latin inscription was found at Caesarea 
Maritine in which Pontius Pilate dedicated a temple to the Emperor Tiberius. Pilate was 
called Prefect, the position ascribed to him in the Gospels, one that gave him the 
authority to execute criminals and threats to stability. 

5. Crucified man – In 1968 the entombed remains of a first-century crucified man in 
Palestine was discovered. It confirms many details from the Gospel reports of Jesus’ 
crucifixion, including the breaking of the crucified criminal’s legs. 

6. The Pool of Siloam – In John 9 Jesus heals a man and then tells him to go wash in the 
Pool of Siloam. In the past critical scholars claimed that this place didn’t exist, and that 
John had created it to make a point. But in 2004 workers were repairing a broken 
sewage pipe in the Kidron Valley, when they accidentally uncovered two ancient steps. 
The site was excavated and revealed the presence of a massive pool that has since 
been identified as John’s Pool of Siloam. Coins embedded in the plaster of the steps 
date the pool during the time of Jesus.  

7. Peter’s house – In Capernaum a simple first-century house was discovered beneath a 
fourth-century house that was itself buried beneath a fifth-century church. Clearly the 
early church considered this house important, or they wouldn’t have built a church 
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upon it. Christian inscriptions have been found on the walls of the first-century house 
indicating that it was likely the site of a house church. In fact, many reputable scholars 
falling all along the conservative-liberal spectrum have suggested that it may be Peter’s 
home, which Jesus used as a base of operations during his ministry in Galilee (Mt 4.13; 
Mk 1.29-35). 

8. Lysanias, Tetrarch of Abilene – For some time scholars assumed that Luke wrongly 
identified Lysanias as the tetrarch of Abilene around AD 27 (Luke 3.1), for archaeology 
confirmed that King Lysanias had ruled over Chalcis fifty years earlier. Since that time, 
however, two Greek inscriptions have independently revealed the existence of 
“Lysanias the tetrarch” who ruled where and when Luke said he did. Luke actually 
mentions numbers public leaders in Luke and Acts, many of which have been confirmed 
by archaeological findings. 

Does the disciples’ bias compromise their reliability? 

- Try as we might, there is no way to avoid all biases in reporting history.  

- Of course biases color the truth, but do they necessarily undermine the truth? 

- KEY: The Gospels present a picture of Jesus that no one expected or desired.  

o Their normal biases would have led them to create a very different Jesus than 
the one we find in Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and the rest of the NT. 

o True of the cross – see Matthew 16.16-28 (esp .22-23). Even Jesus’ closest 
followers rejected Jesus’ understanding of his mission (to suffer). 

o True of the resurrection – see Luke 24.1-12 (esp. 11). After Jesus’ crucifixion 
everyone headed home believing their hopes were mistaken. 

o This undercuts the accusations that Jesus’ followers made it all up. They would 
never have made up this story, because it was by all accounts a failure. It would 
be like telling jokes that you knew no one would laugh at. Except not only would 
they not laugh, they’d also have you killed. 

- We should be suspicious but not paranoid, and we must not ignore the other evidence. 

Did enough time pass for the creation of myth or legend? 

- That is, between the events the Gospels report and the Gospels’ report of those events. 

- Consider the following quote from Karen Armstrong in A History of God (p. 79): 

“We know very little about Jesus. The first full-length account of his life was St. 
Mark’s Gospel, which was not written until about the year 70, some forty years after 
his death. By that time, historical facts had been overlaid with mythical elements 
which expressed the meaning Jesus had acquired for his followers. It is this meaning 
that St. Mark primarily conveys rather than a reliable straightforward portrayal.” 
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- There are many factors that this line of thinking simply ignores: 

o The presence of eyewitnesses at least until the AD 90s. Extreme mythic or 
legendary elements would have been very unlikely during this period. 

o The specific named public leaders in the Gospels, such as Augustus, Quirinius, 
Herod, Pilate, and Caiaphas. The Gospel writers are trying to convey history. 

o The realities of oral tradition, which have been confirmed independently of 
studies on the Gospels. 

o The only way legends grow this fast is if an expected need is met in expected 
ways. There is no room for surprise or unexpected-ness. 

- Even if we ignore all this, consider the parallel between Jesus and Alexander the Great: 

o No credible NT scholar dates any of the Gospels later than AD 90. Very few, if 
any, date the Gospel of Mark later than AD 75. That’s 40-60 years after Jesus 
actually lived, taught, gathered a following, died, etc. 

o The two earliest biographies of ATG were written by Arrian and Plutarch more 
than 400 years after his death in 323 BC, yet historians consider them reliable. 
It was only later than even these two writers that legendary material emerged. 

- Bottom line: As legends go, the Gospels would be lame. It would be odd to invent much 
of the material in the Gospels. And why not wipe out all hints of contradiction? And why 
not embellish high points in the drama – like the resurrection itself! – with more color?  

Do the Gospels assume a background of first century Palestine? 

- Note the residue of Aramaic words and phrases. The post-Jesus church spoke Greek. 

o See Mark 5.41; 7.34; 14.36; 15.34; Matthew 16.18 

o “Strain a gnat (galma) but swallow a camel (gamla)” (Matt 23.24).  

- Much of the Gospels reflect a pre- AD 70/135 perspective 

o Characteristics of Jewish factions – Pharisees, Sadducees, etc. 

o Debates about the Sabbath and Temple customs 

o Language like “kingdom of God” and “Son of Man” 

o This separates our four Gospels from the later Gnostic gospels 

- The only other background would be the life of the church after Jesus. Yet many big 
issues in the early church are not even hinted at in the Gospels. 

o Speaking in tongues 

o Sacrificing food to idols 

o Church organization 

o Role of women in the church 
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Do the Gospels contain pointless information? 

- This is a question historian’s often ask, because the presence of “local color” – casual or 
incidental details – bolsters their confidence in a document’s reliability. 

- Most of the Aramaic words and phrases noted above would fall into this category. 

- Consider the example of Mark 4.36. Here it is in context: 

That day when evening came, he said to his disciples, "Let us go over to the other side." 
Leaving the crowd behind, they took him along, just as he was, in the boat. There were 
also other boats with him. A furious squall came up, and the waves broke over the boat, 
so that it was nearly swamped. 

Do the Gospels include embarrassing or self-damaging information? 

1. Jesus’ own family did not believe in him, and they even questioned his sanity (Mark 
3.21; see also John 7.5) 

2. Jesus was rejected by people in his hometown, and he couldn’t perform many 
miracles there (Mark 6.2-5) 

3. Some people thought Jesus was working with the devil (Mark 3.22, 30) 

4. At times Jesus seemed to rely on common medicinal techniques (7.33; 8.23) 

5. Jesus’ exorcisms and healings did not always work right away (5.8-13; 8.22-25) 

6. Jesus’ disciples weren’t always able to cast out demons (Mark 9.18) 

7. Jesus seemed to suggest that he wasn’t “good” (Mark 10.18) 

8. Jesus hung out with “bad” people (like tax collectors and prostitutes) and gained a 
reputation of being a glutton and drunkard (Mark 2.15-16; see also Matthew 11.19; 
Luke 7.36-39) 

9. Jesus was sometimes rude and even harsh (Mark 7.26-27) 

10. Even John the Baptist questioned if Jesus was really the Messiah (Luke 7.18-23) 

11. Jesus often disregarded ancient Jewish laws, customs, and codes (Mark 2.23-24). 
Many of these laws were commanded in the Old Testament! 

12. Jesus often spoke and acted in culturally shameful ways (see Mark 3.31-35) 

13. Jesus admits to not knowing some things about the future (Matthew 24.36). 

14. Jesus cursed a fig tree for not having any figs when he was hungry, despite the fact 
that it wasn’t the season for figs (Mark 11.12-14) 

15. Jesus’ disciples – the future leaders of the community – were consistently dull, 
prideful, stubborn, and cowardly (Mark 8.32-33; 10.35-37; 14.37-40, 50).  

16. Jesus was betrayed by one of his closest followers (Mark 14.43-46), and Peter 
cowardly denied having any connection to Jesus (14.66-72). 

17. Women first discovered Jesus’ empty tomb – while the men were hiding in fear! 
(Mark 16.1-8). Women were not considered credible witnesses in a court of law. 

18. Jesus never wrote a book or sought an audience with people in power (see Luke 
13.31-33) 
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19. The actual resurrection of Jesus is never really described. Later, legendary accounts 
of this event make it much more interesting! 

20. Jesus was crucified by the Romans – obvious proof that he failed as Messiah! 

21. If you made up stories about Jesus, why attach them to small figures within the 
church. Matthew, Mark, and Luke weren’t exactly a big deal. (Of course this doesn’t 
apply to the Gospel of John.) 

Conclusion 

- At the very least, we must take the Gospels seriously as historically reliable reports. 

- Which point stands out the most for you? With which do you most resonate? Did 
anything in today’s talk surprise you?  

- Anything you disagree with? Anything I’ve overlooked? 

- The Blog this week: http://lifegroupsblog.wordpress.com 

o Has the New Testament been reliably preserved or hopelessly corrupted? 

o ??? 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


