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Introduction: Last couple of weeks we talked about 2 main foundational ideas: the first being that 
the Bible is inspired and useful in training God’s people for ministry. We affirmed the creedal 
statement sola fidei regula—the Scriptures are our sole rule of faith. 
 
Last week we affirmed the statement centralis Iesus Christus meaning the Christ Jesus is the center 
or focus of the entirety of Scripture. We learned the term “Christocentric” which is the theological 
term describing that view. we looked at how the Bible is centered and focused on the person and 
work of Jesus of Nazareth—the Old Testament anticipates its own fulfillment in a Messianic figure. 
And Jesus is the consummate and integrating focus of Scripture.  
 
This week we are going to ask the question “Is the Bible reliable?”  
Either it has been hopelessly corrupted and mishandled so that we no longer have access to the full 
revelation of God in Christ—or it has been transmitted and preserved accurately sufficiently so we 
should trust its teaching on all matters on which it speaks. It is either a flawed and valueless curiosity 
of history—or it is reliable and thus authoritative for the Christian life.  
  
This week’s Creedal affirmation is represented in the Latin term, Veritatis Verba: The 
Words of Truth.  
 
Quotes: UNC biblical scholar Bart Ehrman has protested, “How does it help us to say that the Bible 
is the inerrant Word of God if in fact we don’t have the words that God inerrantly inspired, but only 
the words of the scribes, sometimes correctly (but many times!) incorrectly?” –Bart Ehrman 
 
The skeptics challenge is important because if it can be shown that these books have been hopelessly 
corrupted in transmission and in copying through the centuries (something like the telephone game 
where the story gets changed and altered until the final version of it only tangentially resembles the 
original story whispered). 
 
Transition.  I mean to show you today that you can trust your Bible, it is a reliable witness, and in 
particular it is a reliable witness of Jesus of Nazareth.  
 
Lastly, we’ll talk about the implications and the application of having an inspired text, that is 
centered on the person and work of Christ, that is also reliable in its claims and witness to those 
events.  
 
 
  



Series: How to Wreck Your Bible 
Pt. 3: Can the Bible Be Trusted?   
Jeff Kennedy January 21, 2017 

 

 2 

1. The Bible is Reliable. I’m going to approach this with a minimal facts approach.  
In order for it to be historically reliable, it would have to meet certain criteria for a historian.  

• Multiple Independent Attestations. This is typically what an investigator or historian wants. 
When it comes to ancient events in particular, we are looking for a variety of witnesses to see 
what similarities and what differences those witnesses have—how do the streams of tradition 
converge and what (if any) are their disagreements? (Mark prominent scribe in Acts, kicked 
off the Pauline team for desertion; cousin of Barnabas; Peter calls him my Son; Matthew a 
well known disciple; Clean Greek—teaching discourses; Luke investigator; John). The 
Gospels are… 

o Different enough to be immune to the charge of collusion. That is to say, the accounts 
of Chronicles and 1, 2 Kings—or the 4 gospels—these are different accounts of the 
same story and in terms of their perspective they are distinctive in their style, 
arrangement, and semantics when telling the same stories. This gives them immunity to 
the charge of collusion—as if they all got together and decided on the one, binding 
account. The accounts (of the Gospels for example) are not identical but distinctive. So 
much distinction that we would have to say they are multiple, independent witnesses. 
And for a historian, that’s just the sort of thing you hope to come across. But they are 
also… 

o Similar enough to be resistant to the charge of contradiction. or inconsistency. Even if 
one could show that they had a genuine disagreement—beyond mere perspective and 
two authors (this would go for OT witnesses too) had material disagreements about a 
few incidental details—this would not mean that the accounts don’t cohere well with 
respect to their larger claims. Let’s take for example Jesus’ last words on the cross, or 
whether there were “angels” or two “men” in dazzling white who spoke to the women at 
Jesus’ empty tomb. The stories follow largely the same contours, and there are 24 major 
facts about the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus that the Gospel authors agree on.  

• Historical accuracy. You want the account to be largely historically accurate in the areas 
where it can be verified. You want the major facts asserted to be consistent with 
other established areas of confidence. Let’s just take Luke’s accuracy as a Historian 
for example. Luke wrote the Gospel which bears his name and the book of Acts. So, Luke 
mentions: 

o Hundreds of historical figures, places, times, events, governors, kings and Caesars e.g. 
Pontus Pilate, Felix, Festus, Herod the Great, Herod Antipas, Herod Agrippa I, II, his 
wives’ names, the name of Herod’s household manager (Chuza) and his wife (Joanna), 
Caiaphas the high priest, Gamiliel the famous rabbinic scholar of Israel, proprietary 
titles for leaders—a detail known only by someone in the first century, and not even 
known by Christians living in the second century. The title “Pontius Pilate Prefect of 
Judea” which corresponds exactly to how the Gospels “en-title” this governor.  
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o Scores of cities, towns, roads, geographical places that are shown to be accurate through 
archeology.  

o Historical events such as the famine under Emperor Claudius, the expulsion of the Jews 
from Rome, or the fall of the tower of Siloam that Jesus mentions in a sermon he 
preached—historical events are repeatedly verified by archeology.  

So, one of the things historians look for with an account is to see whether or not it has historical 
veracity—does the account(s) square with other known and established areas of confidence. And we 
could and should say resoundingly with the NT “Yes! And Amen!” 

• Stability in transmission. We want to look at the principle sources and ask the question, 
“What is the textual ‘paper trail’ of this account? How good are the existing documents that 
support the book, letter, or correspondence?” In the NT’s case, we have what NT textual critic 
Daniel Wallace refers to as, “An Embarrassment of Riches.” 

o The number of copies: (Graphic Grid). We want lots of copies, as many as 
we possibly can get.  

We don’t have any originals. No original copy of Romans, Luke, 1, 2 Samuel. All we 
have are copies. But have lots of them. Nearly 6000 to be more precise. And those 
copies are spread over about a 1500 years of copying. So in the case with ancient historian 
Herodotus, we only have a few copies. Or in the case of Thucydides we only have a few 
ancient copies. Same with Philo the Philosopher, or Flavius Josephus the Roman Historian. 
A handful of copies. But in the case of Scripture we have about 6000 copies spread over a 
period of 1500 years of copying. Pretty amazing right? I’m just going to go out on a limb 
here. It’s looking pretty good for the New Testament. We have within the first two 
centuries 3 times as many mss than the average Greco-Roman author has in the first 
2000 years of copying. But you could conceivable have lots and lots of bad copies…  
o The quality of the copies: You have to good copies. Good copies are determined by 

two things: (1) proximity and (2) constancy. Proximity means that historians want to 
know if the mss. Copy exists relatively close to the time it was allegedly written. So 
let’s just take the Gospel of Matthew compared to its best nearest competitor—the 
Historian Herodotus. Herodotus doesn’t have very many copies (a handful) and the 
earliest reproduction we have access to is 500 years removed from its original date of 
writing.  

o Traditional Trajectories: By the turn of the century from the apostolic age to the 2nd 
century—we already see of Christian apologists defending Christian doctrine and 
tradition. Take the leadership texts of 1, 2 Timothy and Titus. The Church developed by 
the end of the first century pastors, overseers, deacons and a church structure that was 
pretty well developed.  

• What about the claim that among the 5900 or so copies of Scripture there are many errors or 
variant readings? Well, technically that’s true. The copies we have contain multiple textual 
variants. But here’s the qualitative response to that objection: 
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We have no originals—we only have copies of the New Testament (and OT). Take my notes 
for example… 

 
o (94%) Variations that are meaningless and untranslatable: The majority of these 

differences are spelling, semantic choices or word order and don’t even come through 
in translation.  

o (5%) Variations that are meaningful but not viable. That is, differences between the 
copies where one manuscript would change the meaning, but that “reading” is not viable 
because it is too rare to overturn the majority of witnesses on the matter. 

o (1%) Variations that are meaningful and viable. That is, where we have two readings 
and the meaning is slightly different and we don’t really know which one is the original 
reading. This would include passages such as Romans 5:1. Does Paul mean to say “We 
have peace” (echomen)? Or did he say to the Romans “Let us have peace” (echoemen)? 
Well that is translated differently. We don’t know based on the manuscripts which is the 
original reading. So both are viable. Or how about 1 Thess. 2:7? Paul either describes 
himself and his fellow workers as “gentle ones” or “little children.” Which is it. Well 
they don’t mean the same thing exactly, and scholars don’t know, based on the 
manuscript evidence which of those is the right reading. We have equally good 
manuscripts for both readings. But does it matter? I don’t think so.  

 
Here’s what you need to know… 
The variants among the copies of Scripture we have do not affect historic Christian doctrine or 
practices. The differences between the copies are either of an untranslatable nature, or the variant is 
too rare to warrant overturning a majority and early reading, or the variant is viable and meaningful, 
but overall still insignificant because it doesn’t change a single Christian teaching.  
 
Summary: We have an historically reliable book here. By every possible metric it is an excellent 
work of antiquity, and it is by far and away the best attested book from the ancient world. NT textual 
critic Daniel Wallace stated that the manuscript pedigree of the NT is so excellent, that “If we are to 
be skeptical about its contents, then we should be 1000 times more skeptical about any other ancient 
work.” This would include ancient historians like Herodotus, Thucydides, Josephus, Caesar’s Gallic 
War—you name the source we routinely trust for understanding the ancient world. Those ancient 
historical sources have only a fraction of the manuscript evidence, the earliest copies are far removed 
from the time of the original writings—and compared to the New Testament, they don’t hold a 
candle. But we routinely trust them to give us a window into the ancient world.  
 
So then what is the practical application of having a reliable witness, a good book here.  
 
 
2. The Practical Implications of a Reliable Witness. 
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So what are the practical implications of having such a text?  
• We can trust it. You and I can trust it for life.  

o For our Discouragement. It gives us encouragement when we are downtrodden. When 
I lost my dad I was in a funk for a year. Aimless, wandering, sinful. Came back to Jesus 
and drank in the Psalms and Proverbs and the Gospel of Matthew. Scripture should 
encourage you and lift you when you are disheartened and downcast. Psalm 2. You can 
trust the witness of Scripture when you’re disheartened—trust it for encouragement 
of heart.  

o In our defense. It gives us comfort when we are persecuted or attacked. Jesus called the 
Holy Spirit “the comforter” and that word is parakletos (paraclete), and it means a 
formal advocate. In fact in the Latin Vulgate, that word is translated advacatus which 
means “advocate” and many of our translations it is found as advocate. A person that 
advocates for you against the forces that are coming against you. When all hell has 
broken loose on you, you can trust God to comfort and advocate for you as his child. 
You can trust the Scriptures witness of who we are in Christ. God’s Spirit rushes to 
our defense in the face of false accusations, in times when we feel maligned and 
persecuted. The Spirit is another advocate—as the Devil/Satan stands as our accuser 
before God. He accuses our consciences and accuses us through lying people. Advocacy 
doesn’t extend to wrong choices. The Holy Spirit isn’t going to advocate for unholy 
choices. But the Holy Spirit will be there to advocate and comfort those who have been 
wrongly accused, unjustly suffer persecution, unfairly suffer. God’s Word will ignite 
and bring back to our remembrance God’s purpose and his plan for us.  

o For right doctrine. It gives us the truth. We can believe its contents. It is inerrant which 
means that it is free of any intentional errors (deception)—or unintentional material 
errors about the nature of the world, humankind or the way things really are.  

o For right direction. Paul prayed that God would give the Ephesians the spirit of 
“wisdom and revelation.” Because we need both. We need the guiding hand of wisdom 
in our everyday choices and decisions. God’s Word supplies the rich resources of 
wisdom we need to live each day. But sometimes we need a spirit of revelation—for 
God to reveal to us a path, a direction, to light our way. There are times when biblical 
wisdom 

• Foundational to building a wise life. Matthew 7. Build your house on the basalt rock of 
Christ’s teachings. CA mudslides homes moved off their foundations, and the foundations 
displaced. Hard to keep a firm foundation when the concrete is poured on shaky ground.   

o His teaching is the foundation of healthy human relationships. You want to know what 
your marriage is supposed to look like? Husband, look at how Christ gave himself for 
his bride—sacrificially, unflinchingly, willingly and lovingly. In supreme sacrifice for 
her. Now husband you go do the same for that woman. Wife? Look at how the church 
surrenders to the leadership, the influence of Christ. Look at how the church is won by 
Christ, following him in surrendering self. Both people mutually selflessly surrendering 
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to one another. And I have never had a marital counseling session where two people 
were doing that and experiencing problems in their marriage. Kerri and I have never had 
a season (and we have had them) where our marriage was strained, stressed, and out of 
sorts—and it was true that we were also obeying Christ’s teaching, his model of service 
and submission to one another.   

 
Conclusion: Be careful how you build, because that’s the house you get to live in. 


